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ABSTRACT 
In this thesis I explore the question of how a translator approaches the task of 
capturing the ‘voice’ of a writer when the voice of the writer is steeped in a particular 
region including its mores, traditions, culture, and language variants. I translate an 
autobiographical novel, Chronique d’un été cévenol, by the contemporary French 
novelist René Barral and compare and contrast my approach with that taken to the 
translation of an autobiographical novel by André Chamson and an early novel of Jean 
Giono. The works selected for comparison by these two eminent French twentieth-
century authors are anchored in the same region, historical era and socio-economic class 
as that evoked by Barral. I compare and contrast the style and voice of Barral with these 
authors, one of whom, André Chamson, was raised in the same département of France 
(the Gard) and the other, Jean Giono, who lived and worked in neighbouring Haute 
Provence. 
Each of the three authors has chosen a different creative approach to portraying 
rural peasant protagonists, to the rendition of dialogue and dialect and to capturing a 
distinctive regional, social and tonal register. The variation in the creative approaches 
adopted in the source texts necessitates a similarly differentiated approach on the part of 
the translator. My thesis reviews the concept of voice as elaborated in Translation 
Studies literature and develops my own conceptual approach. I consider some 
theoretical approaches to translating ‘voice’, which I see, inter alia, as embracing the 
elusive qualities of style and register. 
René Barral’s novel has generated considerable readership appeal precisely 
because it is redolent of its particular context. The yarns and vignettes evoke a uniquely 
harsh and rugged landscape, a historical era, a socio-cultural class and lively episodes in 
the life of a typical mountain village. I provide a commentary on the challenges Barral’s 
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novel poses for a translator which focuses inter alia, on the difficulties involved in 
capturing the strong sense of place embodied in his novel and the challenges involved in 
translating dialogue, dialect and colloquialisms informed by the theoretical observations 
of Levy, Chukovsky and Leighton. I consider the sources of translation loss and apply 
this theoretical analysis to my translation. I also review and evaluate the strategies 
adopted to address these dilemmas by the respective English-language translators of the 
selected works by Chamson and Giono.
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This thesis is the product of a long love affair with the south of France and the 
region of the Cévennes in particular. I have sojourned in the Cévennes every year now 
for well over 20 years and thus have lived a total of around four years in the department 
of the Gard over this period. In the course of my exploration of the region, I met the 
author René Barral and read his book, Chronique d’un été cévenol1. I found this 
autobiographical book, his first novel, to be a charming series of yarns that accurately 
captured the essence of the culture, life and conversations of a Cévenol village before 
the hippy migration of the 1960s and the advent of tourism (Robert Louis Stevenson 
notwithstanding). I considered his stories merited being communicated to the 
Anglophone readers who visit this region and hunger for more information about the 
history, culture and traditions of a class of the population which is gradually beginning 
to disappear. I am most grateful to Monsieur Barral for giving me the opportunity to 
translate his novel. 
When I commenced thinking about my approach to this translation, I recognized 
that the most significant challenge would be to capture the unique ‘voice’ of this writer 
in translation, especially given that his writing is so embedded in the region where he 
spent his childhood. In this work, he is communicating a culture, a landscape, a socio-
economic class, a way of life and a way of speaking which are very different from any 
Anglophone culture and indeed from the rest of France.  
Barral’s deep roots in the culture he portrays and his singular life story provided 
an extra element of interest in my research. He was born in 1938. His mother, along 
with two of her sisters, died of diphtheria when he was eight months old. His father 
became a farm labourer at the age of ten and later became a woodcutter and then a mine 
1 Barral, René: Chronique d’un été cévenol (Barral 2000) will be cited in this thesis as ‘Chronique’. 
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labourer, until he was seriously injured in a rock fall. Barral was orphaned when his 
father died at an early age from the miners’ lung disease, silicosis; consequently, he was 
raised by his two grandmothers. His paternal grandparents were peasants, eking out a 
subsistence living from their land-holding in the tiny and isolated Cévenol village of 
Saint Bresson2. His maternal grandparents earned modest wages working in a local 
vineyard. However, both his grandfathers died young and René never knew them. While 
he was at school, he lived with his maternal grandmother who moved to the small town 
of Ganges with her three youngest children and René, when she was widowed at the age 
of forty-five in 1943. She worked as a domestic cleaner to support the family, and their 
circumstances were such that Barral recalls that they often survived on a diet of boiled 
rice. They were, however, relatively well-off compared to the circumstances of his 
paternal grandmother with whom he resided during the school holidays. She lived in the 
village of Saint Bresson which provides the setting and the characters for his first, 
essentially autobiographical novel, Chronique d’un été cévenol, set in 1950. 
Due to the fact that his uncles and aunts were wage-earners, Barral was able to 
remain at school until the age of sixteen. In his words, he became the intellectual of the 
family with a BEPC (Brevet d'études de Premier Cycle). However, he was obliged to 
leave school before completing the baccalauréat due to the family’s financial 
circumstances. He commenced work for the French Post Office (La Poste) at the age of 
eighteen at the bottom of the ladder. Due to his success in internal competitions and 
completing correspondence courses in constitutional and administrative law, he 
eventually achieved the grade of Office Manager. His steady progress through the ranks 
of the Post Office required him to accept postings to major mail sorting centres in Paris, 
Lyon, Bordeaux and Toulouse. His final post was in Marseilles. His literary career did 
not begin until he took his retirement. 
2 Most villages named after a Saint, such as Saint Bresson, hyphenate the place name. That is not the case 
with Saint Bresson and several other villages in the Gard where the name is not hyphenated. 
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While Barral has moved far beyond the circumstances of his poverty-stricken 
upbringing in a peasant family, he freely acknowledges his origins. He remarked to 
me, in one of our interviews, l’avantage de démarrer si bas, c’est que l’on sait toujours 
d’où l’on vient et que l’on ne se prend pas pour un autre, même si on a écrit quelques 
livres. 
For me the interest of his work is that he writes of a world that is instantly 
recognizable and which strikes a chord with his local readership as well as with those 
from elsewhere who want to understand his part of the world. He won the Charles Gide 
prize with his first novel, and each of the seven novels that he has published since then, 
including his latest novel published in August 2015, has won a literary prize, albeit 
modest. Chronique d’un été cévenol has never been out of print and was recently re-
released in Livre de Poche under the revised title of Un été cévenol, a testimony to the 
volume of ongoing sales, sixteen years after it first appeared. His subsequent novels 
have each sold in several thousands of copies.  
To inform my thinking about the dilemmas posed in this regard, I sought to 
identify other previously translated works which would provide the material for a 
comparative study of different approaches to the challenge of communicating a culture 
and capturing authorial voice. Accordingly, I selected two widely acclaimed authors 
who are renowned for their connection with the same region. From each author, I 
selected a novel, which like that of Barral, centres on the region, its landscape and its 
peasantry and is set in broadly the same historical era and socio-economic milieu. The 
two authors I selected, Jean Giono and André Chamson, had a very different trajectory 
as authors and each write in a different style and genre and yet there are many points of 
similarity between the three when it comes to the challenge of translation, 
communicating a culture and capturing voice.  Giono and Chamson, like Barral, are 
deeply rooted in the region of their childhood and each of them has a very distinctive 
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voice. An integral element in each of the three novels studied is the author’s intention to 
evoke and portray the peasant mindset and way of life and the manner in which this is 
reflected in their dialogue. The three authors share a deep interest in their region’s 
traditions and destiny including their regional dialects. They share a certain dismay at 
the consequences of man’s alienation from nature and a belief that those whose lives are 
governed by the seasons rather than by global markets represent a paradigm of stability 
and integrity in today’s tumultuous world and rapidly evolving society. They all grew 
up in remote country villages in very modest circumstances and exhibit a fondness for 
the tillers of the soil and the woodsmen with whom they were intimately associated in 
their childhood and adolescence. 
 Notwithstanding these commonalities, René Barral’s novel is very different in 
voice, register and intention from the novels that I have chosen from the literary output 
of Jean Giono, Colline3, translated by Jacques Le Clercq under the title Hill of Destiny4 
and André Chamson, Le Chiffre de nos jours5, translated by Erik de Mauny under the 
title A Time to Keep6. Barral’s novel is set in the same era, the characters are of the same 
socio-economic class, the simplicity of the characters and their manner of speaking is 
the same and the geographical landscape is identical to that of Chamson and very 
similar to the neighbouring landscape of Haute Provence described by Giono. What 
differentiates Barral is his involvement and his intention. Barral’s intention is simply to 
tell an entertaining story. As he often says to me, the raconteur’s art of spinning a page-
turning and entertaining yarn comes first, second and third for him. In this novel he 
seeks to evoke a vanishing era in an isolated mountain village and to inform a modern 
3 Giono, Jean: Colline. (Giono 1929), has since been re-published in the format to which citations in this 
thesis refer, in Giono, Jean: Œuvres romanesques complètes.(Giono 1971), 127-218. This work will be 
cited in this thesis as ‘Colline’. 
4 Giono, Jean: Hill of Destiny. Trans. Jacques Le Clercq. (Giono 1929). Translation of Colline. (Giono 
1929) This translation will be cited in this thesis as ‘Hill’. 
5 Chamson, André: Le Chiffre de nos jours (Chamson 1954), has since been re-published in the format to 
which citations in this thesis refer, in Chamson, André: Le livre des Cévennes (Chamson 2001), 611-893. 
This work will be cited in this thesis as ‘Chiffre’. 
6 Chamson, André: A Time to Keep. Trans. Erik de Mauny. (Chamson 1957). Translation of Le Chiffre de 
nos jours. (Chamson 1954). This translation will be cited in this thesis as ‘Time’. 
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readership of what life was really like in those times. Barral’s narrator speaks with an 
authentic autobiographical voice informed by his own experience. His book comprises 
elements of family history, made up of a number of vignettes, not bereft of nostalgia, 
but nonetheless viewed with detachment and balance. It is the eye-witness account of a 
key participant. 
Barral’s career has enabled him to escape the penury of his upbringing but he 
remains very much the unassuming product of that upbringing. His voice has nothing of 
the intellectual. Although he chose to spend two years studying creative writing at the 
University of Avignon before embarking on his first novel, which he wrote when he 
was in his early sixties, his voice is still that of an authentic village raconteur. There is 
no artifice or invention in Barral’s work, no abstruse or original metaphors, no poetic 
flights of fancy, no hidden meaning or symbolism, no moral message. Here, is rather the 
simple raw material of a good yarn, told thoughtfully, yet still very much as it would be 
told in the local bar or café. While Chamson has described himself as being daubed with 
the varnish of the Grandes Écoles, Barral’s voice and style could be truly described as 
entirely unvarnished (or perhaps in Chamson’s terms, ‘originel’7). This is not to say that 
he does not labour painstakingly over style and structure. Like Chamson, he admits to 
working and reworking his story and structure to achieve the desired impact. 
Chronique d’un été cévenol is a straightforward account of a rural childhood. The 
author’s intention is to entertain in a way that is not particularly thought-provoking and 
yet is satisfying to the reader. Hence the challenge in translation does not lie in 
grappling with departures from conventional prose, such as unusual syntax, seductive 
lyrical effects, the use of imaginative or striking metaphors or non-standard use of 
chronology or tenses, all of which are exemplified by another of my chosen writers, 
Jean Giono. Rather, the challenge is to reproduce in English the key element that 
7 Chamson’s views on the concept of l’originel are cited on page 295 in Chapter 5 of this thesis. 
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differentiates Barral’s language from standard French, namely, that the narrator and the 
protagonists share a quintessential rural regional voice that is liberally spiced with 
regional expressions and the local patois8. Indeed the author believes that even in 
translating the patois into standard French there is the potential for significant loss of 
register and nuances of meaning. 
Jean Giono was born in 1895 into a family of modest circumstances in Manosque, 
a relatively small town in Provence. His father was a boot maker and his mother did 
ironing. His father’s house is said to have contained only three or four books, one of 
which was the Bible, which his father read to him every night. However, Claudine 
Chonez informs us in Giono par lui-même (Chonez 1956) that by the age of twenty, 
even living on a modest bank teller’s wage, he already had a personal library of 100 
books, which was enormous by the standards of a small rural town such as Manosque. 
We know also, that throughout his life, his intellectual interests were extraordinarily 
wide-ranging and that over the years he accumulated a personal library of over 7,000 
volumes. 
At the time that he wrote Colline, Giono was still very much influenced by his 
reading of Homer and Virgil and the ancient myths as well as the concept of pantheism. 
Returning from the First World War, he was also deeply concerned by the demise of the 
rural way of life and traditions and what he perceived as the alienation of people from 
their roots, a theme that is also at the heart of Chamson’s novels and Barral’s Chronique 
d’un été cévenol. Colline is Giono’s first novel and the first in the group that came to be 
known as the ‘Pan Trilogy’. The novel is not autobiographical but it is very much 
coloured by his youthful first hand involvement with the peasantry and his deep 
affection for the region of his upbringing. 
8 Today the term patois is rarely used, as it is considered a highly pejorative way of referring to the 
dialectal forms of the Occitan language. However, as all three authors studied here use this term quite 
frequently, I have had recourse to it occasionally in this thesis. 
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Giono lived nearly all his life in a sparsely-populated and remote part of France, 
where he was profoundly enamoured of the particularly wild and dramatic landscape 
and the way of life of its reclusive mountain-dwelling peasants. Despite this, and his 
fascination with the peasants’ form of expression, the style of his writing and his literary 
voice owe at least as much to his deep and extensive reading, including of classical texts 
and non-French novelists and poets such as Walt Whitman, as they do to his attachment 
to the people and places where he grew up. It is my view that while Giono claims to 
know exactly how the peasants of his region speak, and to be able to reproduce this, in 
fact what he produces in his first novel is an intellectualized version of the peasant 
voice. 
In Colline, Giono, in poetic and profoundly original language, romanticizes and 
mythologizes a simple story about the dire consequences that flow from man’s arrogant 
attempts to subdue nature and to defy nature’s laws. There is also a subtext of 
pantheism. While his style is not elaborate, his use of language is strikingly individual. 
He is a master of the arrestingly original and sometimes bizarre metaphor in his 
descriptions of the landscape and natural phenomena; and his dialogue is so naturalistic 
that it often resembles stream of consciousness writing rather than a traditionally 
structured rendition of dialogue. These two factors combined create the feeling of vague 
Romanesque doom and menace that hangs over his story. 
Jean Giono’s voice, writing his first book within a year or two of André 
Chamson’s, is that of a lyricist, a linguistic innovator, the owner of a creative and 
original imagination and a rebel against the classical style. For all these reasons he 
became a nationally acclaimed literary figure. 
André Chamson was born in 1900. Like Giono, he grew up within a family of 
very modest means. His grandfather owned and operated a small pasta factory in Nîmes 
at the time that André was born. Previously his grandfather had been a peasant farmer in 
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the Cévennes, the descendant of several generations of Huguenot Cévenols who held 
land around the small town of Anduze. His parental antecedents are predominantly 
Cévenol, but there is also a Provençal influence on the maternal side. As a child he lived 
variously in the towns of Nîmes, Alès and Montpellier which are all situated in an area 
just to the west of Giono’s Haute Provence. His father was a serial failed entrepreneur 
and dreamer, as a result of which the family suffered great financial hardship. The 
young André, in a striking parallel with René Barral, spent much of his childhood and 
virtually all of his school holidays, obliged by his family’s circumstances to live with 
his maternal grandmother in the village of Le Vigan in the heart of the Cévennes and 
only six kilometres from Saint Bresson. While living in Le Vigan, he attended school 
with the local peasant boys where he learned to speak the local dialect. Nevertheless, his 
grandfather had broken free of the family’s peasant farmer roots and Chamson, despite 
the many economic reversals of his childhood had already, as a child, crossed the socio-
economic divide to become a member of the bourgeoisie. The novel I have selected for 
this thesis is, like Barral’s novel, an autobiographical account of the author’s childhood. 
Unlike Giono, Chamson received a tertiary education. After completing his 
studies at the Lycée de Montpellier he went up to the Sorbonne and completed his 
course at the École des Chartes, which he combined with military service. He was to 
live most of his life in Paris and had a distinguished career as an essayist, art critic and 
curator, becoming the Directeur Général des Archives de France in 1960. He achieved 
renown for playing a crucial role in safeguarding the treasures of the Louvre during the 
Second World War and, in contrast to Giono, he was an active member of the French 
Resistance, leading a battalion in several engagements and organizing escape routes. 
Again in contrast to Giono, he was an inveterate traveller and cultural ambassador for 
France, visiting and lecturing inter alia in Germany, Russia, Spain, Switzerland, Brazil, 
Ireland, the UK, the USA, Holland, Austria, Scandinavia, and Italy. Chamson was a 
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prolific writer, publishing more than 20 novels and essays, and achieving literary 
recognition with his admission to the Académie Française. In short, he was a prominent 
member of the Parisian intelligentsia, a way of life specifically rejected by Giono who 
lived and worked in Provence for his entire life, eschewing for the most part any contact 
with Paris or the literary elite. 
Chamson, like Giono, seeks to impart a philosophical message. Chamson’s 
subtext in many of his novels concerns the unhappiness that can flow from man’s 
restless quest for greater and greater material wealth that will inevitably alienate him 
from the simple pleasures and essential truths of a life led on the land, in harmony with 
nature. His voice, in contrast to that of Giono, is sober, understated, spare and classical. 
Only where dialogue is concerned does he allow a more naturalistic tone to enter the 
prose. In common with much other twentieth-century writing, he also uses dialogue 
rather than descriptive narration to portray the psychological make-up of his characters 
and he frequently uses the statements of his protagonists to convey his own philosophy 
and worldview. Thus a sympathetic rendition of the voice of the author in dialogue is a 
key element in producing a successful translation of Chamson and accurately reflecting 
his intention. 
As I contemplated the complexities involved in capturing a voice that is steeped in 
its region, I reflected that it is important for a translator to have not only a knowledge of 
the language and its regional peculiarities, but also of the region itself in all its physical 
and socio-cultural dimensions. Just as important is to have the best possible 
understanding of the influences on the writers, understanding the background and 
upbringing of each, their early education and reading, their philosophies, their literary 
purpose and so forth. I was fortunate in having direct access to René Barral and having 
the opportunity to converse with him on many occasions. It is also fortunate that 
Chamson and Giono both recorded a wealth of autobiographical material in some of 
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their novels and in many letters to colleagues and friends. Both have also been the 
subject of many scholarly biographies and reviews of their life and work. 
A translation project is central to this dissertation. I present in Chapter 2 of this 
thesis a translation of the Introduction and a representative selection of twelve of the 
twenty-one chapters of Barral’s novel, Chronique d’un été cévenol. There is no 
particular significance to the selection of the chapters I have chosen to present in my 
translation. Each chapter of Barral’s novel presents very similar issues and challenges to 
the translator and although the chapters are thematically linked, they constitute a series 
of vignettes that can be read separately. René Barral is previously untranslated. The 
voice of the author is redolent of the folklore and traditions of the local peasant 
landholders in the region. He recounts the adventures and stories of his protagonists 
with a keen eye for the characters’ psychology and appearance, a profound appreciation 
of the region’s history and traditions, a mordant wit and a palpable affection for the 
larger-than-life individuals around whom his stories turn. As the successful author of 
eight published novels, he has a loyal following for his romans de terroir.   
The second part of this dissertation is an exegesis commenting on the many 
challenges this work presents in translation and in particular an exploration of what is 
involved in capturing the ‘voice’ of this author, given his unusual literary background. I 
have augmented this investigation with reference to works by the above-named authors 
and their translators. I deal with the translation of Giono’s Colline in Chapter 4 and 
Chamson’s Le Chiffre de nos jours in Chapter 5. 
The substance of the exegesis is an exploration of the way I and other translators 
have addressed the semantic, syntactic, structural, lexical, cross-cultural, stylistic and 
aesthetic challenges involved in translating the work of these three diverse but similar 
French writers into the English language. The investigation is informed by and cross-
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referenced to a broad-reaching and critical review of existing literature in the field of 
Translation Studies. 
I address the dilemmas involved in attempting to reproduce voice and place, and 
the potential pitfalls in attempting to reproduce dialogue and colloquialisms. Giono and 
Chamson have transcended their humble origins and write about the world that they 
knew as children with a kind of polished detachment, notwithstanding the fact that they 
write from direct observation and experience. My observation is that they set out to re-
create a way of life and to depict characters and dialogue drawing on experiences that 
they had observed at close quarters, set in a landscape to which they had a deep and 
Romantic attachment. However, they are portraying a peasant world to which, in a 
sense, they never really belonged. Barral writes with the authenticity and immediacy of 
having truly belonged to this world. 
The thesis explores and explains to what extent the translation of Barral’s novel 
raises different issues from those encountered in the translation of the more literary style 
of two widely acclaimed authors’ recounting of similar stories, and yet who share 
similar philosophies incorporating the same socio-economic elements. It explores, as 
well, what issues arise for a translator in capturing the ‘Frenchness’ of the three writers 
and the particular challenges involved in capturing the particularities of the landscape, 
the peasantry, the era and the way of life which colour all three works. I explore the 
issues involved in capturing in English what Chamson describes as the ‘primal’ 
authenticity of his real protagonists and of Giono’s imaginary heroes, which in turn is 
indissolubly linked to the regional setting that each author in his own way and with 
different intentions has set out to represent. 
Building on an analysis of the English translations of Chamson and Giono and my 
experience in translating Barral, and drawing on my review of a wide range of theorists 
in Translation Studies, I explore the role of creativity in translation and the inherent 
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limitations to achieving ‘faithful’ translation across cultural, linguistic, regional and 
historical traditions, with a view to advancing some insights in relation to these well-
known complexities. 
In concluding this Introduction, I would like to clarify for the reader three 
editorial policies adopted in this thesis. 
I have endeavoured to minimize the use of footnotes in my translation and to deal 
with most of the points where I considered it appropriate or necessary to explain my 
approach and my translation decisions in my commentary on the translation, in Chapter 
3. However, I considered that some footnotes were appropriate, given that this 
translation is intended to be read by theorists and practitioners of translation and the fact 
that the author himself, at the behest of his publisher, has used several footnotes to 
explain dialect terms. I have adopted the approach of a textual scholar rather than that of 
a translator of a contemporary novel. Were this translation intended for the ordinary 
consumer, I would adopt a different strategy, recognizing the validity of Esther Allen’s 
observation: 
[W]ithin the Anglophone sphere, recourse to annotation in the translation of 
contemporary fiction tends to be regarded as evidence of inadequate skill. The 
performance of recent or recently translated fictional works is not to be 
interrupted by asides, references or extraneous information that would distract 
us, pull us out of the immediate experience of the text (Allen 216). 
Secondly, there are numerous instances where ellipses occur in the text. These can 
indicate an interruption of the speaker’s words or an omission within quoted material. 
Where the ellipsis forms part of a direct quotation which I have reproduced in French, I 
replicate the French style of punctuating such ellipses. In other instances, in the English 
text, where the points indicate that the speaker has been interrupted or the thought or 
statement being expressed is incomplete, I have used ellipsis points in the target 
language style. Where the ellipsis points represent a section of omitted text, whether the 
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excision has been executed by me or whether it forms part of the citation being quoted, I 
have put square brackets around the ellipsis points to identify the omission of text. 
Thirdly, the numbers in bold, framed by square brackets in the body of the translation  
in Chapter 2 of the thesis, refer to the source text page numbers. 
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Chapter 1 
Translation Theory and the Translation of Voice, Place and Dialogue 
 
In this chapter I review current and historical thinking and put forward my own 
approach to two theoretical issues which underpin my analysis of the translation of the 
selected works by French authors and guide my own translation of Barral. The first of 
these is an exploration of the concept of what constitutes the ‘voice’ of a writer. The 
second and the more richly complex theoretical issue is the question of the appropriate 
approach to take to translating the various elements which go to make up the distinctive 
and essential regional character of a written work and how one can portray and transmit 
the source culture into another culture. This covers many elements including a range of 
metalinguistic features which contribute to the layers of meaning such as the unique 
landscape, the historical context and the cultural traditions, beliefs and practices of the 
region, as well as the author’s own experience and beliefs. At the linguistic level there is 
the challenge of how to capture the orality of a regional vernacular and render a dialect 
of the source language and its relationship to the ‘cultivated’ form of the TL. I have not 
attempted in this chapter to review the very extensive body of translation studies 
literature but rather, to focus on approaches that theorists and practitioners have taken to 
three problems which I concentrate on in this thesis: firstly, how to approach the 
concept of voice, secondly, the challenges involved in rendering the distinctive regional 
and cultural character of a work and thirdly, the issues involved in translating dialogue, 
and the different voices in dialogue particularly when it is rich in colloquialisms, local 
references and has a particular regional and/or rustic character, including the use of 
dialect. 
Before embarking on that analysis, I note that some theorists have dealt with the 
distinctive features of the English and French languages and the challenges involved in 
 14 
translating across these two languages. For instance, Jean-Paul Vinay and Jean 
Darbelnet in their Stylistique comparée du français et de l’anglais (Vinay and Darbelnet 
1958), which is also available in an English translation by Juan Sager and M.-J. Hamel 
(Vinay and Darbelnet, Comparative Stylistics of French and English 1995), compare at 
length lexical, structural, temporal and word-order characteristics of the two languages 
and the importance of metalinguistic divergences. There is also the work of Jacqueline 
Guillemin-Flescher who has published a text analysing the problems of translation 
arising from the different syntax of French and English (Guillemin-Flescher 1988). 
However, these deal with translation issues between French and English at the generic 
level and do not delve into these features as they are adapted, interpreted or practised by 
particular writers to express particular regional variations in language. Similarly, 
George Mounin’s Les problèmes théoriques de la traduction (Mounin 1963) analysed 
linguistic issues raised in translation from French to English. These analyses were later 
developed by writers such as Hervey and Higgins in their Thinking French Translation 
(Hervey and Higgins 2002). This work, while dealing with many of the same issues as 
Vinay and Darbelnet, gives detailed and specific examples to illustrate the authors’ 
investigation of the translation issues which they address. These include cultural 
differences, register and dialect, genre and intertextuality. That said, their review 
remains essentially and necessarily generic. Nigel Armstrong has also written a useful 
‘handbook’ entitled Translation, Linguistics, Culture (Armstrong 2005) which looks at 
aspects of French both as a linguistic system and as an expression of cultural behaviour. 
Armstrong starts from the premise that ‘a good translation should ideally bear no traces 
of the original’ (37). However, when considering the problem posed by references to 
French cultural institutions, practices or identities, he suggests that since these have no 
direct English equivalent, a footnote may be required, depending on the translator’s 
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estimation of the target readership and whether the translator is willing to hold up the 
flow of the text (37). 
The wider field of translation studies has evolved enormously over the last several 
decades and it is beyond the scope of this study to attempt to review this vast body of 
work. Perhaps the most important development has been the shift from a so-called 
scientific approach or a prescriptive approach, telling translators what to do, to a 
descriptive approach which analyses what actually happens in translation, the options 
available and the ethics of translation. In 1964, Eugene Nida published Towards a 
Science of Translating (Nida 1964). He discarded the idea of a word having a single 
meaning in its own or another language and developed the concepts of formal and 
dynamic equivalence. He was also aware of ‘the artistic sensitivity which is an 
indispensable ingredient in any first-rate translation of a literary work’ (3). While the 
notion of these two types of equivalence continues to be used in translation studies, 
Nida’s thinking has been further developed in a number of directions. Anthony Pym has 
extensively documented the shift from a prescriptive to a descriptive approach in 
translation studies in his Exploring Translation Theories (Pym 2010) which he has 
augmented in his ‘Additional chapter: Descriptions – the intellectual background’ (Pym, 
‘Exploring Translation Theories: Additional Chapter’ 2010b) where he sets out the 
historical background of the concepts presented in Chapter 5 of the foregoing book. 
A number of scholars have recognized that theories of translation may be 
separated and restricted according to whether they relate to translation between specific 
languages or groups of languages, the purpose and readership of the translation, e.g. 
literary versus business and operational or translation between different eras in time. 
Mary Snell-Hornby (Snell-Hornby 1998) among many others develops the idea that the 
field of translation studies goes beyond the confines of one discipline and has been 
enriched by social and cultural dimensions. This thinking is further developed by Susan 
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Bassnett and André Lefevere in Translation, History and Culture (Bassnett and 
Lefevere 1990). This collection focuses on the interaction between translation and 
culture and on the way in which culture impacts on translation in the wider context 
framed by history and tradition. 
While I have nominated only a few lines of thought in the general field of 
Translation Studies, I feel strongly aligned to the advice articulated by Pym in his 
postscript to his theoretical review: 
I clearly do not belong to just one paradigm. I do not think anyone has to be 
situated in one place or another. We should feel free to move between the 
paradigms, selecting the ideas that can help us solve problems. [ . . . ] 
[I]nstead of saying that different translation solutions are “right” or “wrong,” 
or are instances of one kind of equivalence or another, I try to assess how 
much risk they involve. The work of the translator becomes an exercise in 
risk management. [ . . . ] The various modes of equivalence are different ways 
of reducing or transferring risk; [ . . . ] translation norms also become ways of 
reducing risk; the proposed universals of translation are similarly all risk-
reduction measures; [ . . . ] I try to think about the fundamental ethics of 
communication, then about what might be specific to cross-cultural 
communication (Pym, Exploring Translation Theories 165-6). 
Hence when considering my own translation strategy and when evaluating the 
translation strategies of others, I followed Pym’s advice to would-be theorists: 
First identify a problem – a situation of doubt requiring action, or a question 
in need of an answer. Then go in search of ideas that can help you work on 
that problem. There is no need to start in any one paradigm, and certainly no 
need to belong to one (166). 
The particular problems that I set out to solve in my translation were to: 
o understand the components that make up an author’s ‘voice’ and how to 
best re-create that voice and stylistic impression in the target language, 
o how to preserve and convey the strong sense of place in the source novel 
including the evocation of landscape, weather, geography and 
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architecture, and the problem of specific allusions to local place names, 
customs, history and institutions, and 
o how to best render the dialogue, colloquialisms and idioms employed 
throughout Barral’s novel. 
These same problems arise in the two novels by Giono and Chamson which I 
have chosen as vehicles for comparing and contrasting the strategies adopted by two 
other translators and evaluating their success. 
 
The concept of voice 
As many literary translators and theoreticians have observed, capturing the voice 
of an author is an important objective of translation. Basil Hatim observes, ‘Literary 
translators often talk about finding the ‘voice’ of the author. This ‘voice’ is difficult to 
pin down, but normally refers to the narrative character and rhythm’ (Hatim and 
Munday 2004: 96). 
Munday in his book on style and ideology in translation states that he has 
specifically set out to investigate the style and voice of English translations of 
twentieth-century Latin-American writing. Munday reviews a number of theorists’ 
contributions to the notion of voice including Margaret Sayers Peden: 
By ‘voice’ I mean the way something is communicated: the way the tale is 
told; the way the poem is sung. Who is reflecting narrating, composing, 
explaining, describing, transcribing, communicating, obfuscating—telling? 
(Munday 2008: 17). 
Continuing to quote from Peden’s observations, Munday suggests, ‘the translator 
must listen to the tentative voices of the text until one becomes dominant and coherent: 
“In this stage, voice is determinant, guiding all choices of cadence and tone and lexicon 
and syntax”’ (18). Munday also quotes Edith Grossman who observes that, compared to 
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the challenge of hearing and discovering the voice, ‘lexical difficulties shrink and 
wither away’ (18). 
Munday himself observes: 
[T]he translator’s struggle to grasp the voice, to secure the sound, not only 
marks this out as something different from the narratological description but 
in fact constructs a bridge between the concepts of voice and style. Whereas 
we shall use voice to refer to the abstract concept of authorial, narratorial, or 
translatorial presence, we consider style to be the linguistic manifestation of 
that presence in the text. [ . . . ] Voice is therefore to be approached through 
the analysis of style (19). 
Mikhail Bakhtin has a slightly different perspective to Munday’s which I found 
particularly pertinent to my translation of Barral and which I believe is even more 
relevant to the translation of Jean Giono. He writes: 
The author manifests himself and his point of view not only in his effect on 
the narrator, on his speech and his language [ . . . ] but also on his effect on 
the subject of the story − as a point of view that differs from the point of view 
of the narrator. Behind the narrator’s story we read a second story, the 
author’s story; he is the one who tells us how the narrator tells stories, and 
also tells us about the narrator himself (Bakhtin and Holquist 1981: 313). 
Melanie Sperling and Deborah Appleman commented in their paper, Voice in the 
Context of Literacy Studies: 
Bakhtin captured how spoken and written words always share two sources. 
One source is the whole set of utterances, texts, and institutions that have 
always already given those words meaning in culture and history. The other 
source is the individual person speaking or writing here and now, projecting 
onto the words his or her own slant and thereby adding to the cultural and 
historical possibilities of those words (Sperling and Appleman 2011: 74). 
Agnes Whitfield in her article on voice in translation from French to English 
comments, ‘the very notion of voice is uncertain. [ . . . ] I will define voice loosely as 
the relationship of the narrating subject to his or her own text’ (Whitfield 2000: 114). 
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She goes on to say that voice is what practising translators often refer to as the 
movement of the text, its tone, its intention or the effect the author seems to be wanting 
to achieve, and the particular point of view from which he or she is speaking. She uses 
the term ‘narration subject’ to refer not to the author of the text but to the linguistic 
subject inscribed explicitly or implicitly in the text as narrator. She says the topic of 
voice is large and complex and she focuses on three specific phenomena: emphatic 
structures, text coherence and finally narrative subject positioning. Between syntax as a 
grammatical constraint and syntax as a stylistic choice, there is also the level of 
conventional usage. Emphatic effects occur when this conventional or normal word 
order is changed. In French, ‘connectors’ are often used to create emphasis, as well as 
different forms of sentence inversion. 
Nigel Armstrong and Federico Federici, in their collection of papers entitled 
Translating Voices, Translating Regions (Armstrong and Federici 2006), address some 
of the issues raised by the translation of standard and regionalized voices in the case of 
French. In this collection, Jean-Louis Sarthou despairs of the tendency, under pressure 
from publishers, for translators to banalize and to render anodyne the regional character 
of texts in order to make them acceptable to the widest possible reading public. He asks 
why the translator should be obliged to represent the text in the target language in a way 
that is more fluid and more readable than it is for the source language reader. He argues 
that this approach can only deprive the target language reader of the discovery of a 
culture which differs from his own (Sarthou 227). This contrasts with the view 
expressed by Pinagatelli and quoted by Anita Weston in her chapter: ‘the public has the 
right to enjoy the text they’re reading, even if this means compromising translatorly 
fidelity. Readability is important [… and] translation is always a matter of adjustment’ 
(Weston 244). 
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Antoine Berman deals with this issue in his essay, ‘Translation and the Trials of 
the Foreign’, translated from the French by Lawrence Venuti. His analysis identifies 
twelve deforming tendencies in translation. In his introductory exposition he argues 
that: 
The Babelian proliferation of languages in novels pose specific difficulties for 
translation. [ . . . ] [T]he principal problem of translating the novel is to respect 
its shapeless polylogic and avoid an arbitrary homogenization (Berman 2012: 
243). 
Several of Berman’s deforming tendencies are highly relevant to my research, as he 
deals in particular with the issues involved in translating the vernacular, the translation 
of expressions and idioms, and the superimposition of languages. These three problems 
arise in the translation of all three of the authors whose work I examine. Before turning 
to these issues, Berman identifies ‘[t]he destruction of linguistic patternings’ (249) as a 
deforming tendency. He argues that, ‘when the translated text is more “homogeneous” 
than the original (possessing more “style” in the ordinary sense), it is equally more 
incoherent.’ I understand Berman to be arguing here that it is important for translators 
to preserve the multiplicity of verbal patternings that identify the narrator or narrators 
and their characters in a novel in translation rather than introducing a style of their own, 
a proposition with which I agree. 
Berman then identifies ‘[t]he destruction of vernacular networks or their 
exoticization’ (249) as a deforming tendency. Using French examples, he argues that 
the vernacular language is by its very nature more expressive than ‘cultivated’ language 
and certainly the three authors I examine would agree with this. Berman observes that 
the traditional method of preserving vernaculars is to exoticize them, for example by 
using italics. He also notes that another approach is to render a foreign vernacular with a 
local one, for example, using Parisian slang to translate the lunfardo of Buenos Aires. 
He goes on to assert: 
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Unfortunately, a vernacular clings tightly to its soil and completely resists any 
direct translating into another vernacular. Translation can only occur between 
“cultivated” languages. An exoticization that turns the foreign from abroad 
into the foreign at home winds up merely ridiculing the original (250). 
This is certainly a real risk and I have argued in Chapter 4 that Giono’s translator 
has indeed created a distorting translation that makes a travesty of the original. 
However, I would also argue that Leighton, Chukovsky, and Levy, while they share 
Berman’s concern, have advanced some constructive thoughts about how the problem 
of vernacular and dialect can be managed as I shall outline below. 
Berman also addresses the problem of the ‘destruction of expressions and idioms’ 
which again is highly relevant to my chosen authors. He observes that: 
Prose abounds in images, expressions, figures, proverbs etc., which derive in 
part from the vernacular. Most convey a meaning or experience that readily 
finds a parallel image, expression, figure, or proverb in other languages (250). 
He then contends, in my view less persuasively, that ‘even if the meaning is 
identical, replacing an idiom by its “equivalent” is an ethnocentrism’ (251). He goes on 
to argue that ‘the desire to replace’ deprives the target language of the opportunity to be 
augmented and enriched by the proverbs of the source language. In the case of Giono’s 
prose, this is a valid argument. Jean Giono is a great linguistic innovator in his use of 
images, expressions and figures of speech. His narrating language is lyrical and the 
metaphors in his narration are strikingly original. His peasants also use strikingly 
original imagery. To translate Giono’s imagery and expressiveness using conventional 
target language images, figures of speech and metaphors would indeed be a betrayal of 
the essence of the original text and would impoverish the translation. However, in the 
case of the novels of Chamson and Barral studied here, I would argue that the way these 
two authors express themselves in the source language is conventional, albeit very 
different from each other in style, and that aiming for a form of equivalence as I have 
done in my translation of Barral, and de Mauny has done in his translation of Chamson, 
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is an appropriate way to communicate the referential and emotional meaning of the 
source texts. 
Turning to novels which involve the superimposition of languages for instance, 
the representation of one or more dialects or the existence of koine in a text in addition 
to the mainstream language, Berman argues that: 
[T]he superimposition of languages is threatened by translation. The relation 
of tension and integration that exists in the original between the vernacular 
language and koine, between the underlying language and the surface 
language, etc. tends to be effaced. [ . . . ] This is the central problem posed by 
translating novels [ . . . ] Every novelistic work is characterized by linguistic 
superimpositions, even if they include sociolects, idiolects, etc. (251). 
Berman’s concern with the deforming tendencies that he has identified in his 
analytic is that they lead to ‘[T]he production of a text that is more “clear”, more 
“elegant”, more ”fluent”, more “pure” than the original’ (252) and hence the result is a 
negation of the potential of the ‘foreign’ to modify and enrich the receiving language, 
i.e. the translating language (TL). While I agree with the idea that a foreignizing 
approach has the potential to enrich the TL and provide cultural insights, I believe there 
is a need to strike a balance between taking this approach to the point where it distracts 
the reader with too much syntactic and stylistic peculiarity, and producing a text that is 
so ‘fluent’ that it becomes bland and colourless. As several theorists have observed, 
translators have a role as mediators between the target reader and the source text. 
Tim Parks deals with the question of translating ‘style’ which is arguably 
equivalent in his exploration to ‘voice’ in a most interesting investigation of the manner 
in which seven well-known writers in English have been translated into Italian and the 
success or otherwise of these translations. He suggests that the translator has an 
impossible task in view of the ‘real and unbridgeable difference between one culture 
and another, the demonstration that languages cannot be reduced to an underlying code’ 
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(Parks 2007: 247-8). He points out that everything in an English translation will be read 
as if it was written in English, as if it was planned that way. Hence if we attempt to 
retain the structure or the syntax of the original by employing deviations from standard 
English, the reader will look for meaning that is not there. Rather, Parks argues that the 
translator must understand the strategy of the source text as a whole and must take every 
decision with the whole text in mind: ‘its rhythms, its imagery, its stylistic techniques’ 
(248), so as to, in the words of Beckett, whom he cites, ‘fail better’ (Beckett 1983: 27). 
Parks makes the important point that writers often deliberately choose to depart from 
the norms of their own source language for expressive purposes and that to attempt to 
normalize these departures in the target text would completely betray the artistic 
intentions of the author. Parks reproduces a quote from Kundera responding to 
criticisms of translations of his work: 
“Partisans of flowing translation”, he insists, “object to my translators: ‘that’s 
not the way to say it in German (in English, in Spanish, etc.)’. I reply, ‘That’s 
not the way to say it in Czech either’” (Parks 2007: 241). 
In short, many theorists address the impact that the wide range of emphatic 
structures in both languages, socio-cultural values and syntactical choices have on 
‘voice’. It is generally accepted that failure to recognize the importance of these choices 
may lead to problems of coherence of voice, loss of meaning or misrepresenting the 
underlying argument, loss of the tone or register of the original or undermining the 
artistic unity of the text. 
Coming to my own perspective on voice, I believe that when a writer creates in 
words a visual image of a place or an event (a description), when he evokes the state of 
mind of a character or the narrator in a novel, when he records thoughts or dialogue, 
comments or observations on the part of the narrator or characters, he is choosing words 
and ways of putting those words together in a creative act that is just as uniquely and 
individually imagined and expressed as the creation of a painter depicting what he sees 
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or imagines on a canvas. The words that a writer chooses and the way he puts those 
words together is an act of composition as unique as the painter’s composition. 
In linguistic creation as in painting there are practitioners who employ traditional 
approaches, such as Chamson, and those who break some or all of the traditional rules. 
At the time he wrote, Giono was seen as a great innovator. Even within the prevailing 
traditional rules, we know that an author exercises a choice as to the manner in which a 
sentence is constructed and how it is punctuated, as well as in the choice of the words 
themselves, how those words are used and sometimes even their orthography, the 
devices used to create visual and aural images, the devices used to evoke the personality 
of characters, and the techniques used to create an atmosphere or mood. All these 
choices and more combine to evoke the ‘voice’ of the writer. Barral may be a simple 
story-teller and yet he confesses to reworking each chapter at least fifteen times to get 
the right rhythm, the nuances, the imagery, the personality. 
The manner in which writers conceptualize and the way in which they use words 
is often significantly influenced by the time in history in which they write, the events of 
that era and the philosophical ideas to which those events might contribute. As in other 
art forms, in any era, there are prevailing ‘rules’, norms and fashions, in this case, 
linguistic and grammatical. However, a writer may not necessarily be influenced so 
much by the desire to conform to the prevailing rules and norms of his language but 
rather by a desire to depart from them. In the case of Giono for example, one might 
argue that his language, with its recourse to neologisms and the striking curiosity of his 
metaphors, suggests above all that ordinary expressions were not adequate for what he 
wanted to say. Capturing this richness and complexity and capturing the distance 
between Giono’s individual voice and conventional usage is a challenge for the 
translator. As Steiner has commented: ‘[W]hen literature seeks to break its public 
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linguistic mould and become idiolect, when it seeks untranslatability, we have entered a 
new world of feeling’ (Steiner 1988: 192). 
Writers’ creations may reflect to a greater or lesser extent the geographical region 
in which they live or to which they have an attachment, events in their lives, their 
exposure to the ideas of others, their emotional experiences and their unique 
interpretation of all of the foregoing. The text on the page is as reflective of the 
individuality of the writer as the composition and brushstrokes of a painter or the 
nuances of timbre, tone and accent of a speaker or singer. In my endeavour to capture 
the ‘voice’ of Barral and to evaluate the way Le Clercq and de Mauny have approached 
the task of capturing the voice of Giono and Chamson, I take the view that the concept 
of voice includes the choice of words, who is speaking or narrating, word order, 
emphatic structures, devices used to evoke personality, choice of visual and aural 
imagery, techniques used to evoke atmosphere or mood, for example, rhythm and drive, 
tempo and cadences, punctuation, auditory qualities, intratextual voices and the 
intended readership. In my commentary on the translation of Giono, for example, I 
argue that all these elements are strongly present. His writing has a marked rhythm and 
drive. His punctuation and verse-like layout have an express narrative purpose; his 
visual and aural imagery is arresting and totally original, he makes extensive use of 
onomatopoeia, and the influences on him of the Bible, the Greek classics and Whitman 
are all strongly present. The translator must attempt to render these qualities of his prose 
in order to create for the target-language reader the same stylistic impression as is 




Thus capturing voice in translation is no small challenge. Edith Grossman refers 
to the necessity of immersing oneself in the intricacies of a novel’s language and 
intention and aptly describes the challenge of emulating an author’s voice when she 
writes: 
Would I be able to catch at least a glimpse of Cervantes’ mind as I listened to 
his prose and began to live with his characters, and would I be able to keep 
that image intact as I searched for equivalent voices in English? On occasion, 
at a certain point in the translation of a book, I have been lucky enough to hit 
the sweet spot, when I can begin to imagine that the author and I have started 
to speak together—never in unison, certainly, but in a kind of satisfying 
harmony. In those instances it seems as if I can hear the author’s voice in my 
mind speaking in Spanish at the same time that I manage to find a way to 
speak the work in English. The experience is exhilarating, symbiotic, 
certainly metaphorical, and absolutely crucial if I am to do what I am 
supposed to do—somehow get into the author’s head and behind the author’s 
eyes and re-create in English the writer’s linguistic perceptions of the world 
(Grossman 2010: 82). 
 
Grossman also commends Ralph Manheim’s observation comparing the translator 
to an actor who speaks as the author would if the author could speak English (83). 
Grossman acknowledges that as well as consulting with friends who come from the 
same country and preferably the same region as the author, she generally consults with 
the original writer, ‘not for the translation of a word or phrase but for clarification of his 
or her intention and meaning’ (80). In translating Barral, I had the advantage of 
knowing the author and being able to enquire about his intentions, his philosophy, about 
why he chose particular words, about the instances where he elected to use dialectal 
words and about occasional anomalies or ambiguities. I spent many hours with him and 
had many meals in the house where he grew up, which is decorated with many of the 
antique implements that he describes in his novel. I toured the village and its surrounds 
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with him and enjoyed his performances as a raconteur, sitting on the steps of the village 
church where some of the more amusing episodes in his book took place. 
 
Voice and readership 
Nida is one of many theorists who point out that the translator needs not only to 
focus on the nature and purpose of the source text but the nature of the target readership. 
He points out that ‘prospective audiences differ not only in decoding ability, but 
perhaps even more in their interests’ (Nida, ‘Principles of Correspondence’ 2004: 143). 
He goes on to argue that if one is aiming for ‘dynamic equivalence’, ‘the relationship 
between receptor and message should be substantially the same as that which existed 
between the original receptors and the message’ (144). 
This raises an interesting point. I think it would be wrong to assume that the 
French readership of Barral’s source text will be similar in social class, decoding ability 
or interests to the Anglophone readership of the target text. According to Barral himself, 
his readers are generally people of rural and regional origins. They are attracted to his 
account of his childhood in the Cévennes either because it enables them to recall their 
own similar experiences, or because they have family connections with the Cévennes in 
the era he portrays. They share Barral’s nostalgia for a way of life that has all but 
disappeared and they may well have some familiarity with the local dialect or at least 
know of its existence. They want to be reminded how their recent forebears lived. By 
contrast, the Anglophone readers of Barral are likely to be familiar with the region only 
as visitors. Anglophone readers are highly unlikely to be of peasant origins. Their 
interest is in expanding their knowledge of the region and of a past way of life. I expect 
they will be intrigued by the cultural difference, the ‘exotic’ as opposed to the familiar 
which attracts the local reader. For this reason, retaining some of the source language 
terms, particularly place names, forms of address and occupational titles (such as 
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gendarmes) in the TL in my view conforms to TL readership expectations of a book that 
is expressly regional. On the other hand such readers are most unlikely to have any 
knowledge at all of the Occitan language and local dialects and hence this requires 
explanation and footnoting where it appears. 
To enable the TL reader to experience the ST in a similar way to the SL, I sought 
to give careful consideration to the register that Barral uses and have an understanding 
of the way the words he chooses are used in the region and in his socio-economic class. 
This requires some local knowledge. Leighton quotes H. Stephen Straight in the 
following passage: 
[A] translator must be aware of the ecological differences between the culture 
of an original work and the culture into which it is being translated . . . 
variations in climate . . .  terrain, flora and fauna, and exploitation techniques 
[ . . . ] the man-made things about which the people have first-hand awareness 
(Leighton 1991: 220). 
Leighton then augments Straight’s list by adding, ‘including food, housing, 
transportation, clothing, the various tools by which the environment is exploited, and 
the state of technology.’ She goes on, returning to cite Straight again, ‘social classes, 
kinship relations, and sex roles, all vary according to different cultures, and the 
translator must recognize the different ways which the two cultures, . . . have for 
making these distinctions’ (220). To the lists enumerated by Leighton and Straight, I 
would add that it is also essential for a translator to be aware of the importance attached 
to all of the above and to the significance of myths and superstitions in the source 
culture. 
Giono and Chamson have a much wider readership than Barral in the source 
language and appeal to a more sophisticated and intellectual readership. Chamson is 
little known outside France, and within France his readership could not be said to 
belong to any particular social class or interest group; rather, it is likely to be a 
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readership interested in the human condition, the Cévennes region and the early to mid- 
twentieth century. Giono had a very wide readership in France and, additionally, is well 
known to the many devotees of the Provence region who live in the United States. The 
issue for the translator in rendering the work of these two authors is the classic one of 
creating the same stylistic impression experienced by readers of the original. I will 
argue that Chamson’s translator has succeeded in this, whereas the translation of 
Giono’s Colline departs radically from the style of the source text. 
 
Translatorial voice 
This brings me to touch on the issue of the voice of the translator. Many theorists 
have examined the presence of the translator in translation, pre-eminent among whom is 
Lawrence Venuti. He argues that ‘[A]n illusionism produced by fluent translating, the 
translator’s invisibility at once enacts and masks an insidious domestication of foreign 
texts, rewriting them in the transparent discourse that prevails in English’ (Lawrence 
Venuti, The Translator’s Invisibility: A History of Translation 1995: 17). He further 
argues that: 
[A] fluent strategy effaces the linguistic and cultural difference of the foreign 
text [ . . . ] In this rewriting, a fluent strategy performs a labor of acculturation 
which domesticates the foreign text, making it intelligible and even familiar 
to the target-language reader, providing him or her with the narcissistic 
experience of recognizing his or her own culture in a cultural other (Venuti, 
Rethinking Translation 1992: 5). 
Building on Schleiermacher, Venuti distinguishes between a ‘domesticating’ approach 
and a ‘foreignizing’ approach, favouring the latter in so far as it honours the cultural 
other and the linguistic and cultural differences of the foreign text, thereby, in his view, 
enriching the receiving language and culture. However, Venuti does not see this as an 
uncomplicated binary opposition and states that ‘fluency is not to be simply abandoned, 
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completely and irrevocably, but rather reinvented in innovative ways’ (Lawrence 
Venuti, The Translator’s Invisibility 2008: 18). Other theorists and commentators have 
gone beyond the domesticating versus foreignizing dichotomy and the argument that the 
translator should be more ‘visible’ and studied the implications of the proposition, that 
translators leave their own imprint on the text, in other words provide a second voice 
within it. Scholars such as Jeremy Munday and Catherine Slater have examined the 
extent to which translators introduce their own style in translation either through 
comparing different translations of the same work or reviewing the body of work of 
particular translators. Mona Baker examines the proposition that ‘the translator cannot 
have, indeed, should not have a style of his or her own, the translator’s task being 
simply to reproduce as closely as possible the style of the original.’ She responds that ‘it 
is as impossible to produce a stretch of language in a totally impersonal way as it is to 
handle an object without leaving one’s fingerprints on it’ (Baker 2000: 244). In this 
article, Baker undertook a review of the Translational English Corpus to initiate an 
exploratory study which concluded that ‘it is possible in principle to identify patterns of 
choice which together form a particular thumb-print of an individual literary translator.’ 
She speculated that this may derive from the selection of authors, genres and specific 
works that the translator has chosen to translate, his or her view of the implied reader, 
the kind of linguistic environment he or she is immersed in and so forth. 
In a similar investigation, Munday’s book on Latin American Writing in English 
studies, ‘How and why style differs in translations, how we might approach the subject 
of style and choice by centring on the translator and composition of the target text (TT)’ 
(Munday 2008: 1). He concludes that: 
[S]tyle in translation is inherently non-systematic. Patterns do emerge, but 
none of the translators we have studied in this book always translates in the 
same way in all cases. Translation is not scientific and there is always an 
 31 
element of choice and poetic taste. The stylistic criteria that guide translators 
are themselves subjective and hazy (227). 
Munday also makes the commonsense observation that ‘the translated text is a 
mix of source and target, an amalgam of author and translator, a ST mosaic overlaid 
with TT tesserae that is the result of the translator’s conscious and unconscious 
decision-making. (13) 
In my own translation I have taken the view that it is the translator’s task to 
reproduce as closely as possible the style of the original. To my mind, this does not 
necessarily mean that the translator should be ‘invisible’. Depending on the nature of 
the target readership, the translator’s presence may be apparent in the form of footnotes 
or annotations. Footnotes may be particularly appropriate for a scholarly readership or 
textual analysis and not so appropriate in a novel where the purpose of the translation is 
to produce a text that will be read for entertainment and pleasure. Equally the 
nationality and cultural background of the target readership will be important in 
determining the need for annotations and the information the target reader may require. 
I consider that de Mauny also has sought to reproduce the style of Le Chiffre as 
closely as possible. In the case of Le Clercq’s translation of Giono, however, it is 
certainly arguable that the translator has, consciously or unconsciously, left his own 
stylistic imprint, which deviates in important respects from Giono’s style. This 
judgement is reinforced by Marion Giles Jones’ comments on Le Clercq’s translation of 
the second novel in Giono’s trilogy, Un de Baumugnes (Classe 2000: 535) from which I 
have quoted an excerpt in Chapter 4. Her critique suggests that the latter translation 
demonstrates the very characteristics that I have identified in his translation of Colline. 
When is this issue of the style of the translator important? Does it make a difference to 
the reader or the quality of the translation if a translator has a preference for a certain 
genre, author or subject matter? In a literary work, is it not appropriate for the translator 
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to be visible through an introductory preamble to explain the approach taken to the 
translation? Surely this enriches the reader’s experience. Footnotes can be a distraction 
to the reader of a novel, but at times they have a role in literary translation in conveying 
important information or clarification or where there is a scholarly purpose. There are 
occasions when footnotes (or endnotes) are used by the original author or publisher, as 
is the case with both Chronique and Colline, to explain, inter alia, dialect terms. In these 
cases there are sound reasons for translators to reproduce them in full or in part in the 
TT. A concern, to my mind, only arises when it is the voice of the translator that 
prevails, rather than the voice of the author. Sheila Fischman, a practising and prolific 
translator of contemporary Quebec literature, puts it perfectly. From an article by 
Pamela Grant about Fischman’s work, I quote the following from Grant’s interview 
with Fischman: 
She says that, ideally, a translator should “climb right into the skin of the 
author, even try to assume his or her personality” [ . . . ] “I hope that no-one 
picks up a translation of mine and says, ‘Oh yes, this sounds like Fischman.’ 
[ . . . ] I hope that when I translate Carrier, it reads like Carrier in English” 
(Grant 2006: 182). 
 
Evoking place 
i) The regional novel in France 
The three novels that I have studied in this thesis are all set in the first half of the 
twentieth century. The nineteenth century saw the emergence of the so-called 
regionalist movement in France but it really came into its own in the inter-war period 
and remains a major genre in France today. The label of roman régionaliste is 
sometimes applied to certain novels of Chamson and Giono and to some works by other 
great writers, such as Balzac and George Sand. Traditionally in the French lexicon this 
epithet differentiates the regional novel from the novel that is seen as being of universal 
import. Sometimes termed le roman de terroir, sometimes le roman de mémoire, in 
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essence it is a term used to describe novels where the action takes place in a specific 
regional setting and features the regional traditions, customs and psychology. The 
landscape, the climate, nature and the peasantry all feature strongly. Typically, there is 
nostalgia for the simplicity of the rural way of life, living according to the rhythm of the 
seasons and for traditional rural values. These typical characteristics could certainly be 
ascribed to the work of all three authors. It is important to recognize, however, that 
when the term is employed by a literary critic or a Parisian intellectual, it is usually 
pejorative. Hence, Giono and Chamson and their admirers were offended at the 
suggestion that their work might be categorized as régionaliste. Ricatte for example 
argues: 
Nous voilà donc bien loin, avec Colline, du roman dit « rustique » ou  
« régionaliste » ! En dépit d’un arrière-fond géographique bien déterminé 
[…] le livre semble échapper au temps et à l’espace (Appendix II: Colline 
946). 
Another admirer, Henry Miller writes: 
Giono gives us the world he lives in, a world of dream, passion and reality. It 
is French, yes, but that would hardly suffice to describe it. It is of a certain 
region of France, yes, but that does not define it. [ . . . ] If you are a kindred 
spirit you recognize it immediately, no matter where you were born or raised, 
what language you speak, what customs you have adopted, what tradition you 
follow. In Giono’s work what every sensitive, full-blooded individual ought 
to be able to recognize at once is “the song of the world” (Miller 1969: 120). 
As is recorded in Chapter 5 of this thesis, (page 295) Chamson emphasizes that he 
does not see his novels as régionaliste. He goes further in fact to assert: 
Aucun livre n’est régional, si ce n’est les livres manqués. Ce classement, du 
reste, est très particulier à la France. Ne serait-il pas un résidu de la 
conception classique qui cherchait l’Homme sans le situer dans l’espace? 
(Devenir 955). 
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By contrast, Barral is comfortable wearing the label écrivain régionaliste and he 
indeed describes his books as romans de terroir. All of his novels are published by De 
Borée, a publisher based in the Auvergne. This publishing house started out by 
specializing in ‘regional’ novels which created a lucrative following among a diverse 
range of readers, many of whom would be holidaying in the regions and who wanted to 
rediscover a way of life that they had not necessarily known themselves but which 
enabled them to better understand the experience of their forebears and to identify with 
their roots. The market for these novels remains strong. De Borée now publishes a 
variety of genres and releases over 200 books a year. On the occasion of the release of 
René Barral’s latest novel in August 2015, De Borée issued the following description: 
Cet écrivain est très apprécié et suivi par un lectorat fidèle pour ses histoires 
dans lesquelles les Cévennes deviennent un personnage à part entière, rude 
parfois mais toujours dépeint avec amour et précision, sans concession. 
In summary, both Chamson and Giono are avowedly deeply attached to the region 
of their birth. They both insist that the landscape, culture and traditions of their region 
and its peasant inhabitants inform their writing and form the essence of the novels I 
have selected. They also both strongly reject the idea that they might be categorized 
simply as ‘regional’ writers, as their respective narratives are imbued with their thinking 
on universal and eternal themes concerning the nature and history of humanity. The 
region, its landscape and its culture are also integral to Barral’s identity as a writer. In 
addition to this he declares his intention is above all to entertain and to tell a good story 
in an absorbing manner. He sees himself as writing in a different genre from Chamson 
and Giono. 
ii) The concept of ‘pays’ 
Each of the writers chosen for study in this thesis is anchored in the region of his 
childhood. They all speak in their own autobiographical works and in their novels of 
their remote, mountainous and deserted pays. 
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The term pays is particularly rich in meaning and association. The primary 
meaning refers to one’s country or patrie, that is, one’s nation. It can also refer to a 
landscape, or a region. But as used throughout these works, like the word terroir, it 
conveys a complexity of meaning and emotional rootedness which is very difficult to 
render in conventional English. I suggest in Chapter 3 of this thesis that in its meaning, 
the term pays approaches the conception that Australian Aborigines have of their 
‘country’ in that it involves a physical, social and cultural connection with the land of 
their birth. I suggest in that chapter that, like the Australian Aborigine, the French 
peasant feels a spiritual connection with his pays. A more banal rendition of the word 
pays and one that captures this sense of rootedness in English would be ‘home’, 
conveying that sense of where one feels a sense of belonging. The word ‘home’, 
however, is far less evocative in terms of its cultural and emotional associations than the 
word pays. Ronald Sussex summarizes the concept: 
A man’s pays is his own corner of earth, his “home”, where consciousness of 
a long-established environment which has his confidence gives him a sense of 
security, of “belonging”, as it did to his forbears. Such a relationship gives 
him his proper place in the world and in eternity, his true value in the order of 
things (Sussex 1979: 8). 
The characters in René Barral’s novel frequently speak of their deep familial 
attachment to their pays in dialogue (see Chapter 3 of this thesis). The narrator also 
frequently refers to the profound emotion experienced by the protagonists when at times 
they pause to survey the landscape. This is clearly an emotion shared by the author 
himself. The Introduction to Chronique d’un été cévenol is redolent of Barral’s 
profound attachment to his pays. The author/narrator suggests to the visitor: 
Prenez votre temps, descendez de voiture et observez ce pays sans frontières, 
torturé et abrupt ; les fermes, les hameaux accrochés ça et là, les chemins 
écrasés de soleil. Il vous semblera déserté et figé dans une sérénité 
intemporelle (Chronique 5). 
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André Chamson is eloquent on the subject of his attachment to his pays, the 
Cévennes. In his autobiographical philosophical essay, Devenir ce qu’on est, this 
attachment is a recurring theme. For example, he writes: 
Je suis de ce pays autant qu’on peut l’être. Les miens l’ont habité depuis 
toujours…je suis hanté par ce problème de sources […] Pendant des siècles, 
des millénaires peut-être, je sais que je fus rivé à ce sol, à ce terroir maigre 
et rude, à ces montagnes, cet Horeb et ce Sinaï, ce Pinde et ce Parnasse. 
C’est ici que, pour moi, commence l’univers (Devenir 898–900). 
In relation to this concept of pays, there are therefore two elements the translator 
needs to be aware of and reproduce. The first is the emotional and lyrical tone of the 
prose where the narrator in each novel describes the landscape and secondly the deep-
seated identification with the natural world of the mountainous pays. 
 
iii) Landscape and geography 
Jean Giono is no less attached to the land of his birth than Barral and Chamson. 
Indeed he was so attached to the region of his birth, that unlike Barral and Chamson, he 
resided there for his entire life. He refused all blandishments to join the intellectual 
circles in Paris. Like Chamson’s fascination with Mont Aigoual, which figures in 
several of his novels as well as in his autobiographical writings, Giono had a profound 
attachment to the rugged and barren Lure mountain which is at the heart of Colline. 
While Giono lived in Provence some two hundred kilometres from the town where 
Chamson and Barral spent their childhood, his realm was the mountainous, remote and 
inhospitable high country of Haute Provence, which closely resembled the landscape, 
climate and socio-economic circumstances of the Cévennes. In his Présentation de Pan 
he describes the experience of looking at a map and the contrast between the fertile 
plains and the rugged Lure mountain: 
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Mais d’un coup, tout s’anémie et s’amenuise, la route qu’on suivait du doigt 
se perd, le sentier même s’efface, une dartre livide s’élargit qui va de 
Sisteron à Sault : tout est mort, tout est blanc de la pâleur des terres 
inconnues : c’est Lure (Présentation de Pan 755). 
Luce Ricatte comments on this attachment to the landscape of hills or collines in 
her notes on Colline, attributing to Giono very similar sentiments to those often 
expressed by Chamson (Notes : Colline 938). She goes on to quote Giono’s own words 
from a letter to Lucien Jacques describing the countryside of the Lure: 
Si jamais vous passez par chez moi […] je vous montrerai un spectacle 
étrange : une région de collines et de plateaux où dorment sept à huit petits 
villages absolument déserts (938). 
Ricatte then quotes another passage where Giono is describing to Lucien Jacques la 
haute Provence désertique du côté du Ventoux: 
C’est un pays absolument admirable par sa grandeur farouche, par son 
calme qui tient du calme aérien […] il y vit une population tellement 
fantastique comme pittoresque qu’elle défie toute description (938). 
These passages could equally have been written about the Cévennes. They closely 
resemble what Chamson and Barral have written about the remoteness, grandeur and 
desolation of their own pays. The difference is that while Giono is deeply attached to 
the landscape, he clearly sees himself as different and separate from the ‘fantastic and 
picturesque’ population of these untamed spaces, whereas Chamson and Barral 
continued to closely identify with the local peasantry all their lives, even though they 
moved beyond its confines. 
 
iv) Light and shade 
The regions of which Giono, Chamson and Barral write are rugged and deeply 
ravined, which results in a dramatic play of light in the valleys and on the slopes, 
particularly at nightfall. Many photographers and painters as well as writers have sought 
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to capture the dramatic chiaroscuro of the region. Giono refers again and again, to this 
dramatic shadow play between the mountain and the sun. Indeed Giono’s narration of 
almost every day in the saga of Colline nearly always begins and ends with a lyrical 
description of the break of day with the torrid fiery sun bursting over the horizon and 
the invasion of the shadow at nightfall. The shadow-play created by the mountains 
might seem quite a small thing, yet it is a very distinctive feature of the region. For 
example: 
Puis, Lure monte entre la terre et le soleil, et c’est, bien en avant de la nuit, 
son ombre qui fait la nuit aux Bastides (Colline 128). 
La nuit emplit déjà la vallée ; elle effleure la hanche de la colline. Les 
olivaies chantent sous l’ombre (134). 
Pas à pas, l’ombre fait reculer le soleil. 
Le vent de devant la nuit courbe les herbes. 
La lumière descend de l’autre côté de Lure (150). 
On another night, as they prepare for a mission, Giono writes: 
Tout est prêt pour l’expédition : les cordes, les bidons, le brique à essence, 
les cannes ferrées, le fusil. Il ne reste plus qu’à attendre la nuit. Elle sera 
bientôt là […] l’ombre de Lure monte (164). 
In a strikingly similar piece of writing, Barral recounts another party of men 
awaiting nightfall to begin an expedition. 
Autrefois dans les Cévennes, le soir venu, la nuit entrait dans les maisons. 
[…] La pénombre s’installait d’abord en douceur dans le fond des ravins. On 
la voyait ensuite monter lentement, gommant au passage les chemins et les 
cultures au flanc des vallons. Les hauteurs luttaient encore mais déjà, 
l’obscurité envahissait la châtaigneraie du Mas, noyait les vignes du bas 
avant de s’attarder un peu sur le petit cimetière. De là, avant d’atteindre les 
bois de chênes des hauts du Blacouzel, elle allongeait délicatement ses 
sombres voiles flottants sur le village. Alors elle se coulait dans les chambres 
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et les grandes cuisines-salles à manger comme pour y commencer 
tranquillement son long somme (Chronique 21). 
These two passages describing an almost identical scene highlight the difference 
in style and rhythm of the two writers. Giono uses short sentences and phrases of a few 
words which convey a sense of tension and anxiety, of mystery, of impending doom. By 
contrast, Barral employs quite long and complex sentences with a flowing relaxed 
rhythm and a range of similes to convey what he sees as a gentle flow as the dark 
invades the landscape and the houses like a tide. He observes the manner in which the 
penumbral shadows obliterate certain man-made features of the landscape, which is 
quite a striking phenomenon in this area. The depth of the shadows in the valleys causes 
the man-made structures to disappear and blend into the natural surroundings long 
before total darkness falls. It is in the narrator’s descriptive passages, whether he is 
describing a person’s appearance, a landscape or the climate that Barral tends to adopt a 
more literary register in contrast to his treatment of dialogue and the interactions 
between people where he is faithful to the earthy, uncomplicated character of his 
protagonists. 
 
v) Weather and climate 
Both Giono and Barral have vivid descriptions of the torrential storms and winds 
that are experienced in these regions. In Giono, almost every event is accompanied by a 
description of the extreme and portentous weather. In the Cévennes the storms are of 
such intensity that they have acquired their own nomenclature, being known as 
Épisodes cévenols. These storms often give rise to severe flooding and landslides; and 
villages and towns can become isolated as roads are cut. Rainfall during one of these 
episodes often totals between 200 and 400 mm over a few days, and in the higher 
mountain country, falls may sometimes reach 600-700mm within a few days. Like 
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Barral, Chamson writes vividly about these regional phenomena in other novels but 
they feature less importantly in Le Chiffre de nos jours. 
Ironically, given the abundant falls of rain in spring and autumn, prolonged 
droughts and literally life-threatening shortages of water often prevail in the summer 
months. This reflects, at least in part, a traditional failure to invest in water capture and 
storage. It is common even today for Cévenol hamlets and villages to run out of water. 
Nowadays, this can be addressed by trucking water in to the inhabitants but in the era in 
which these novels are set, no such solution was available. Both Chronique and Colline 
feature stories that highlight the vital importance of water, the superstition that 
accompanies the finding or divining of natural springs, and the fear generated by the 
propensity of such life-supporting springs to dry up or disappear. Once again the pure 
superstition around the reasons for water drying up remain current today in peasant 
folklore, and certainly, the water diviners are still in demand. The extremely hot, dry 
conditions in summer also result in susceptibility to uncontrolled outbreaks of fire and 
both Giono’s and Barral’s novels document the terror that seizes the inhabitants in the 
face of what Barral terms le danger le plus redouté, a forest fire. Barral’s narrator 
usually employs a degree of distancing humour in describing these phenomena. He also 
lauds the way his heroes work in harmony with nature, whereas in Colline, the 
narrator’s lyrical descriptions of the natural world are always filled with menace; 
catastrophes befall those who do not respect the power of nature. 
Both Giono and Barral also insist on the fierce and suffocating intensity of the 
summer sun. Giono usually conveys this not so much by the portrayal of the heat itself 
as by his metaphors depicting the rising of the sun each fateful morning. For example, 
D’un seul bond, le soleil dépasse le sol de l’horizon. Il entre dans le ciel 
comme un lutteur, sur le dandinement de ses bras de feu (Colline 156). 
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Depuis deux jours il semble que le soleil ait fait un bond vers la terre : son 
brasier rapproché craque au bord du ciel. La chaleur tombe épaisse comme 
une pluie d’orage. […] Et la soif est toujours là (Colline 164). 
Barral’s description of the intense heat of summer in this region is written in more 
everyday language but, as with Giono, it is a recurring theme. He writes of les chemins 
écrasés de soleil (Chronique 5) and in the first chapter he records, Sous le grand soleil 
de juillet, une lumière éclatante illuminait l’horizon, bleuissant les montagnes, 
embrasant la terre accablée de chaleur (Chronique 11). Evocative descriptors such as 
accablé, écrasé, éclatante, brasier and bras de feu emphasize the intense, incandescent 
nature of the summer heat in this region. It is a heat that is an essential player in the 
stories, a heat that needs to be equally imaginatively evoked for the TL reader who may 
never have experienced such climatic conditions. 
 
vi) The built environment 
Barral observes that the Cévenol villages are characterized by an appearance of 
total anarchy. Often built on seemingly inaccessible hilltops, the villages and the 
component houses are built of local stone and timber and have evolved idiosyncratically 
to meet expanding or contracting family and population demands, as well as the 
changing occupations and livelihoods of the inhabitants. Barral’s narrator describes his 
village thus: 
Les maisons aux toits pointus, recouverts de tuiles rondes décolorées, 
grisâtres, se serraient dans une totale anarchie autour de l’église et on ne 
pouvait imaginer qu’elles aient pu un jour être neuves et bâties suivant un 
plan défini (Chronique 50). 
In Chronique d’un été cévenol, Barral describes a real village which remains 
recognizable and essentially unchanged today. 
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In the novels of both authors, the built environment is like the landscape, almost a 
character in its own right. Giono describes the hamlet where his story is situated in 
loving detail, particularly in the opening chapter. Again the emphasis is on the 
individuality of the dwellings. The narrator observes, À la ressemblance des hommes les 
maisons (Colline 129). In an infelicitous domestication, in the course of this descriptive 
material Le Clercq translates une petite place de terre battue, aire commune, et jeu de 
boules (Colline 129) as ‘a little open space, in which the ground is beaten hard; this 
square is common property. There is a bowling green along one side’ (Hill 8). A 
‘bowling green’ is, of course unheard of in the south of France and boules, or pétanque, 
is always played on bare earth or gravel. 
 
vii) The cultivated landscape 
Giono and Barral expressly describe the landscape created by the cultivation of 
these steep and inhospitable lands. In Barral, the description is loving: 
Les plantations formaient une mosaïque de couleurs passant du vert sombre 
au vert tendre avec des taches multicolores : rouges, blancs, roses… 
Ombragées par le feuillage des arbres fruitiers (Chronique 14). 
In Colline, unusually, Giono’s tone is less lyrical than Barral’s. He prefers the landscape 
in its natural state. 
Vu du sommet de Pymayon le verger de Gondran est comme une tache de 
dartre dans la garrigue. Autour le poil est sain, bourru, frisé, mais là, la 
bêche de Gondran a raclé la peau (Colline 145). 
 
viii) Sounds 
The authors also evoke the noises of the flora and fauna, in Giono’s case 
sometimes personifying the sounds in his remarkable metaphors. For example, he 
writes, L’air plein de mouches grince comme un fruit vert qu’on coupe (Colline 146) 
and les arbres se concertent à voix basse (Colline 147) which Le Clercq translates with 
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a much wordier, ‘The trees put their heads together, speak softly to one another in 
concert’ (Hill 63). Barral’s depictions of the sounds are more conventional, e.g. la 
musique entêtante des cigales et le bruissement irrité des insectes (Chronique 5) and 
Bercé par le grésillement des insectes (Chronique 13). 
The isolation, the remoteness, the grandeur, the scents, the poverty, the rural 
exodus and the abandonment and crumbling decay of the ruined buildings, terrace walls 
and stone monuments dating back to Roman times are all shared and recurrent 
evocations of the region in these novels, often depicted in similar language. In this sense 
they could all be termed romans de terroir. They have a pervasive sense of place. 
 
Capturing place in translation 
Is this sense of place an obstacle to translation? Gunilla Anderman argues that: 
Giving each character a voice of his or her own requires, however, that the 
translator first has an awareness of where the characters live, their social 
position and their own personal idiosyncrasies in the source culture, and also 
the ability to find the lexical and grammatical means of matching expressions 
in the target language (Anderman 2007: 7). 
Catherine Slater in her study of different translations of a collection of the letters 
of Ovid observes: 
Translators have to decide how to handle in the target text the spatial adverbs, 
demonstrative pronouns, place-names, and other “signposts” of space and 
place included in the source text. [ . . . ] Relevant factors include the purpose 
of the translation, the translation’s intended target audience, and the 
translator’s own interpretation and positioning relative to the source text 
(Slater 2011: 113). 
As I have observed on page 28 above, the target readership of Barral’s novel is 
likely to be quite different from the French readership of the source text. However, one 
thing that TL readers will have in common with ST readers is that the evocation of 
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place and of a certain era will be at the heart of their interest in the work and they will 
want to feel its presence as lovingly portrayed as by the ST author. The TT reader, in 
my view, is likely to be someone who is attracted to and/or interested in learning about 
la France profonde. It will be the ‘Frenchness’, the opportunity to learn about a culture, 
a socio-economic class, the humour, a way of life, and a history and landscape very 
different from their own that attracts the reader. Barral’s novel fits into the popular 
genre of travel and lifestyle-related novels about the rural south of France, including 
Marcel Pagnol among French authors and Peter Mayle among English-language 
authors. Given my perspective on the likely readership, following mainstream practice, 
I have deliberately not translated many of the French terms of address, particularly the 
well-known familial terms, certain French occupational titles, such as gendarmes, 
dialectal terms, French place-names and French historical references. These are 
important, if relatively superficial ways of retaining a sense of place. Equally important 
and more challenging was to seek synonyms of an appropriate register and emotional 
content to reproduce in the TT, Barral’s descriptive passages and to emulate his style. 
Unlike Giono, Barral doesn’t employ unusual vocabulary and images in his descriptive 
passages, but there is a depth of emotion that needs to be conveyed along with a strong 
desire to portray the rigours of the local way of life without romanticizing it. That said, 
the Cévennes is very specifically the locus of the action and the characters are very 
expressly Cévenol. That is the point of the book. Hence there could be no mystery about 
the fact that, fluent or not, this is a translation from the French. Chamson’s Cévenol 
location and upbringing are also woven into the fabric of the narration in Le Chiffre and 
de Mauny reproduces the ambience well, retaining the SL terms where appropriate. 
Giono’s translator does, however, take a different approach. His rendering of the lyrical 
descriptions of the landscape, climate and so forth stays close to the source text but 
Giono’s strong evocation of place is heavily compromised in Le Clercq’s translation by 
 45 
the latter’s treatment of the dialogue and dialect which are as important to the evocation 
of place as the passages describing local phenomena. I argue in Chapter 4 that this 
makes it a less than successful translation. 
This brings me to the third of the specific problems that I sought to address in this 
thesis, that of an appropriate approach to the translation of dialogue, including dialect, 
colloquialisms, idioms and metaphors. 
 
Dialogue: colloquialisms, regionalisms and dialect 
Theoretical writing about rendering dialogue and dialect in translation is 
voluminous. In my own translation I found the positions articulated by some of the 
following translation theorists and practitioners particularly insightful. Kornei 
Chukovsky has written at length about the complexity and difficulty of reproducing 
slang, dialect and colloquialisms in the TL, reviewing and evaluating the contributions 
of many other writers and translators. He notes that ‘a speech characteristic is one of the 
most powerful figurative devices, and to abstain from it means to transform a living, 
warm-blooded human being into a soulless wax figure’ (Chukovsky 1984: 126). 
Chukovsky argues that the risks of attempting to reproduce, for example, the florid folk 
speech of certain of Dickens characters is so great that, surprisingly, the best 
translations present it in an almost correct, colourless ‘blandscript’. He puts the view 
that ‘the readers’ losses from a weak and colorless translation’ (133) of colloquial or 
regional speech do not unacceptably detract from their appreciation of the content of the 
original. However, having put the argument in favour of what Leighton translates as 
‘blandscript’, he concludes that translation of colloquialisms and regionalisms is not 
impossible, citing examples of translation from Japanese to Russian and French to 
Russian (134). Chukovsky concludes that everything comes down to the sense of 
proportion, taste, talent and tact of the translator. Commending a translation into 
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Russian, by Lozinsky, which includes French folk expressions, he observes that 
Lozinsky has been successful in rendering some of the peculiarities of colloquial speech 
and extra-literary language by using ‘very light and barely perceptible touches of 
colloquial speech’; this has produced a translation which avoids ‘giving the impression 
of an illegitimate fusion of two styles’ (135). He concludes, in a similar vein to Pym, 
that there are no universal recipes. Leighton (Chukovsky’s translator) in her own right, 
as author, suggests similarly that ‘[T]ranslation is not a perfect art. It is, as John Nims 
and E.G. Etkind have said, an indirect art of sacrifice, gains and losses, choice and 
decision. It requires painful decisions’ (Leighton 1991: 206). 
In her very interesting and thoughtful book, entitled Two Worlds, One Art, 
Literary Translation in Russia and America, Leighton devotes a chapter to colloquial 
speech. She states that colloquial speech ‘covers every verbal manifestation of irregular 
speech, including slang, argot, jargon, dialects, vulgarisms, the vernacular, curse words. 
[ . . . ] Colloquial language is a phenomenon of time, place, social class, level of 
education, cultural condition, and individual speech. It is the most extreme form of a 
language that presents the most challenge to the concept of equivalency’ (207). She 
stresses the links between colloquial speech and national realia, culture and history, 
quoting the thinking of several Russian theorists including Khinkis, Petrov, Chukovsky 
and Stanevich on translating colloquial speech and especially dialect, to support her 
advice against substituting a recognizable TL dialect for a SL dialect, identification with 
any pronounced language stratum, strengthened archaization and resorting to 
‘blandscript’ in order to avoid the problem. Leighton ultimately draws two conclusions 
from the Russian theorists: 
First, any attempt to convey colloquial speech in its entirety, systematically, 
is doomed to failure and to absurdity. Second, to their chagrin, the only key 
that Soviet translators have found to the conveyance of colloquial speech is 
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the translator—the translator’s taste, tact, instinct, talent, judgement, and, 
especially, the translator’s moderation (217). 
These are all, of course, highly subjective judgements. 
Levy in his general work on the art of translation devotes a significant part of his 
analysis to the issues raised by dialogue, especially in drama. In his chapter on 
Translation Aesthetics (Levy, Corness, and Jettmarová 2001: 57-106), Levy addresses 
many of the problems associated with colloquial language and dialect, all of which 
needed to be addressed in my study. Inter alia, he looks at the question of how to 
reproduce a source text’s representation of a person’s pronunciation, stylistic devices 
used to evoke particularly characteristic conditions in the source context, such as 
extreme heat, and how to handle situations where explanation is required. On dialect, he 
is in accord with Chukovsky and Leighton: 
To give a suggestion of rural dialect it is desirable to resort to unmarked features 
of the language, not associated with a particular region, i.e. to adopt no specific 
dialect speech but phonetic, lexical and/or syntactic features which are common 
to a number of regional dialects (98). 
Chukovsky and Levy both identify the risk that a translation when it adopts a more 
general or stylistically neutral approach to dialogue can result in stylistic 
impoverishment of the lexicon. 
On word play, Levy suggests, ‘It is more important to preserve the play on words 
than to render their exact meaning’ (102). In his chapter on drama translation (129-166) 
I believe the validity of many of Levy’s valuable observations is not confined to drama, 
but applies just as much to reported speech in novels, including those I have considered. 
Levy observes that dialogue may be used to qualify and typify a character. He quotes 
Petr Bogatyrev: 
[A] special sort of vocabulary and speech melody is employed to designate a 
person of a particular class, distinctive vocabulary, pronunciation, 
morphology and syntax may be used to designate a foreigner, or a particular 
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tempo of speech, and sometimes particular vocabulary, may designate an 
elderly person . . . The content of the speech is then expressed by other 
theatrical signs, such as gestures (Levy 161-2). 
Similarly, Nikolas Coupland observes that vocabulary can identify place. He points out 
that: 
[R]egional provenance is imprinted onto vernacular speech and that 
vernaculars therefore index regions or places (Coupland 2007: 121). [ . . . ] 
Language variation therefore isn’t only something that happens ‘naturally’ 
within ‘speech communities’. It is a resource for styling a meaningful sense 
of place, or indeed places (plural) in meaningful contrast to each other (122). 
This is exactly the reason why it is so dangerous to substitute a TL dialect for an 
SL dialect. The risk is that a TL dialect will sound ridiculous if it purports to be coming 
out of the mouth of a Cévenol or Provençal peasant. 
Windle in his investigation of the translation of drama (Windle 2011) has equally 
made a number of valuable observations about dialogue which are pertinent to reported 
language in novels. While ‘speakabilty’ is obviously of critical importance when actors 
have to perform the dialogue, it is also an important concept in creating naturalistic 
dialogue in a novel. Paraphrasing both Giono and Chamson, it has to ‘sound authentic’. 
Hingley, in his translation of Chekhov, when discussing ‘speakability’, observes that 
whether the text is destined for reading or for acting there is no conflict of approach, 
‘since the view has been taken that the best stage version must automatically be the best 
version for reading purposes as well’ (Hingley Preface - The Oxford Chekhov Vol 3). 
Windle argues rightly that the translation of drama imposes additional requirements on 
the translator, but his observations on the complications involved in appropriately 
communicating humour, terms of abuse and expletives are also vexed issues in the 
genres explored in this thesis. 
In his highly readable book, Is that a Fish in your Ear?, David Bellos has written 
a relevant and useful chapter on the translation process and translation loss, making the 
 49 
observation that in a sense, the language used by translators in English is itself a dialect, 
which he terms an ‘English-minus’ dialect (Bellos 2011: 191), or a ‘third code’ (192). 
He describes English-minus as a ‘common center ground of the English language, 
stripped of vocabulary and turns of phrase that are not understood or understood in 
different ways in any part of the messy spread of what is still called, for want of a better 
word, the English tongue’ (191). He then extrapolates rather more controversially, ‘the 
language of translations in English is therefore not a representation of a language 
spoken or written anywhere at all [ . . .] its principle feature is to be without regional 
features’ (191). He goes on to discuss the translation of regional dialect, concurring with 
the view expressed by the theorists cited above that a regional dialect of the target 
language should not be used to represent a regional dialect of the source language. He 
also considers the related issue of translating social register and judges that difficulties 
mainly arise ‘when the class register is low, and especially when the language of the 
source represents the speech forms of uneducated folk’ (195). When translating sub-
standard language he notes that the ‘general tendency of all translations is to adhere 
more strictly than any original to a normalized idea of what the target language should 
be.’ From this he concludes that ‘translators are instinctively averse to the risk of being 
taken for less than fully cultivated writers of their target tongue’ (195). While the 
observation is uncontroversial and well supported by corpus-based studies, I consider he 
is mistaken in his speculation about the reason for most translators’ conservative 
approach to rendering non-standard speech. I would argue that the conservative 
approach is driven by the fact that most translators seek to avoid using language that 
will inevitably have overly explicit locational and socio-economic connotations for the 
TL reader. 
Venuti in ‘Translation, Community, Utopia’ (Venuti 2004) makes the point that in 
translation, ‘The foreign text is rewritten in domestic dialects and discourses, registers 
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and styles, and this results in the production of textual effects that signify only in the 
history of the receiving language and culture’ (485). He argues that a ‘translation shift’ 
occurs which can alter the register or even the genre of the source text, the 
characterization of the protagonists and the underlying philosophy of the source text. 
Ronald Hingley discusses many of the issues that I have canvassed in this chapter 
in the introductions to his several volumes of translation of The Oxford Chekhov. In 
relation to representations of direct speech in uneducated or peasant form, Hingley’s 
stated strategy was to use ‘equivalent uneducated or regional English’, noting that no 
one form of uneducated English was better suited than another for this purpose and 
echoing the advice put forward by others that there is no universal or ideal solution, and 
that much depends on the sense of proportion of the translator. In relation to 
colloquialisms, he has sought to ‘use modern English which is lively without being 
slangy’ (Hingley). 
The approach that I have taken is to treat each instance of colloquial speech on a 
case-by-case basis and to introduce relatively ‘light’ and location-neutral colloquialisms 
in the TT. In doing so I endeavoured also to match the tonal register (for example the 
way a priest might express himself compared with a gendarme), the social register (how 
a judge might speak compared with a peasant), affective register (how a grandmother 
might address her grandson or a mother address her daughter, terms of endearment, 
expressions of anger and frustration) and the differences that might characterize the 
utterances reflecting age and gender. This involved making choices in every paragraph 
about what variety of written English to use. The task of choosing the right synonym 
requires a reflective and vigilant approach. It is easy to be unaware of one’s own 
regional and other speech idiosyncrasies reflecting, inter alia, regional and educational 
factors. Ultimately also a publishing editor may make judgements based on the 
perceived linguistic preferences of the target readership. 
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For example, in Barral one of the characters refers to his trousers as brailles. 
Giono also uses this word for trousers in Colline (une ficelle serrait ses brailles) (129). 
The word may come from the archaic French braie, or the provençal braio. Barral 
regards it as patois and provides a footnote to define the term as pantalons, a very 
neutral term in French, which one could easily characterize as ‘blandscript’. The 
footnotes to page 129 of Colline provide a translation with an equally neutral word in 
French, culotte, and gives the origin of brailles as Provençal (Appendice III: Colline 
955). As in French, there are several synonyms for trousers in English including many 
colloquial terms. Since in both originals the term is archaic, dialectal and colloquial, a 
colloquial rendition in the TL seems desirable. One could choose from any of ‘pants’, 
‘baggies’, ‘daks’, ‘drainpipes’, ‘duds’, ‘long’uns’, ‘strides’, ‘tweeds’, and ‘dungarees’, 
to name a few. Then the translator has to reflect on who is speaking. In Barral a peasant 
is recounting a highly colourful story in the first person, so a highly colloquial and 
possibly individual term is appropriate. In Giono, the narrator is making an observation 
on a character’s dress. Arguably a more conventional but still distinctive word is called 
for. As a matter of interest, Le Clercq decided to say ‘a piece of string held his rags 
together’, which differs significantly from the original. When you investigate the 
origins, history and regional associations attached to each of the synonyms I have 
mentioned, it is easy to appreciate Chukovsky’s caution regarding the rendition of ST 
dialect or colloquialisms with non-standard words in the TL. 
In the three source texts studied here, all the original authors have portrayed 
ungrammatical speech. Most marked is Giono who throughout the text has used spelling 
to convey the peasant pronunciation or accent. For example, pronouns are omitted in 
utterances such as faut se méfier; faudrait voir; y en a un autre. Il becomes Y and Elle 
becomes A, words are abbreviated, for example Le vlà sur le plancher. Y se tortilla ; Y’a 
pas beaucoup de bruit, jourd’hui; À se faisait voir ses belles dents. Words are 
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misspelled, for example femelles becomes fumelles and, as is usual in all spoken French, 
the ne of the ne…pas negation is omitted, for example sais pas for je ne sais pas and ça 
se dit pas for ça ne se dit pas. 
I deal with the risks of substituting dialect for dialect in some detail in Chapter 4 
of this thesis, as this is precisely what Le Clercq has done in his translation of Giono’s 
Colline. In that chapter I argue that the translator has created a radically different 
stylistic impression from the ST. Inter alia he has done this through the introduction of a 
very idiosyncratic Anglophone dialect, as well as by changing the cadences, rhythm and 
economy of the ST prose and dialogue. I also argue that the approach which Le Clercq 
has taken to reproducing the dialogue and colloquialisms has resulted in the narrating 
voice and the voices of the characters not being accurately or sensitively reflected in the 
target text. 
Omitting ST dialect features need not result in irreparable translation loss. 
Michael Henry Heim has published a useful essay entitled Varieties of English for the 
Literary Translator. In this he suggests that: 
[A] potential way out is to construct an imaginary dialect, one that because it 
partakes of a number of features common to many dialects, is recognizable as 
regional but belongs to no specific region. The number of features shared 
among the most diverse English dialects is surprising (Heim 2014: 461-2). 
To illustrate his point he gives several examples such as: truncated participles 
(singin’); double negatives (don’t got no time); a plural verb with a singular subject (he 
don’t know); the use of the past participle for the past tense (I seen the cat); use of the 
present tense to render past tense narrative (I walk over and give him a whack); deletion 
of the subject pronoun (can’t say); and elision and loss of the initial syllable (dunno, 
bout) and many more. An added bonus in Heim’s longer list is that many of these 
departures from standard language in English correspond exactly to the departures from 
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standard French exhibited in the selected texts, including those identified in Giono’s 
dialogue quoted above. 
Consistent with the widely held view that the translator should practise 
moderation in rendering dialect, Heim suggests that ‘a sprinkling of words or 
constructions will suffice to alert the reader to the dialect’s presence’ (262). 
 
Summary 
My particular focus in this chapter has been on three problems of translation 
which are amply illustrated by the three novels that I have selected for detailed study. 
I have investigated how the notion of ‘voice’ is exemplified in the three ST 
authors. I have also reviewed the many components of voice in a review of the 
extensive theoretical literature which includes many insightful perspectives from 
practitioners of the art of translation. I align myself with the view that an author’s voice 
is closely identified with the author’s sense of self and I outline how it is a product of a 
wide range of personal, environmental and historical influences. Capturing any author’s 
unique voice in translation involves attempting to develop a deep understanding of 
those influences and requires the creative leap of trying to imagine the words an author 
would use if writing in the target language. 
Secondly, I have investigated the particular problems which can arise when the 
region itself is a protagonist in the novel, as in the three novels studied. In other words, 
a very strong sense of place is absolutely central to my three source texts and capturing 
that sense of place is vital to a successful translation. Several theorists have explored the 
importance of finding the right words, expressions and stylistic devices to 
communicate, in translation, the local climate and landscape, the socio-economic 
environment, innate cultural characteristics, local realia, history, traditions and so forth. 
Most theorists would argue that this requires the exploration and exploitation of every 
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available source of information on the source culture to succeed. There is no 
prescription for this. Every translator will have different means at their disposal. The 
most important message is that translation is not just about the word on the page but 
about the underlying emotions and meaning attached to these regional and cultural 
specificities by the ST authors and readership. 
I have also reviewed in this chapter the very difficult and complex challenges 
involved in devising an approach for matching or reproducing ST dialect, regionalisms, 
colloquialisms and dialogue in the TT. In this regard, I reviewed numerous theoretical 
analyses on this controversial subset of the general problem of capturing ‘place’. I have 
espoused the general observations put forward by Leighton, Chukovsky, Levy and 
Hingley. These scholars thoroughly examined the complexities and potential pitfalls and 
essentially came up with common findings. They all considered that it is possible and 
desirable to render at least some of the non-standard language of the ST in translation 
but they emphasize it requires a light and sparing approach. Above all, they argue that 
the substitution of a TL dialect for a ST dialect always looks and sounds ridiculous. 
What I have striven for is to exhibit their shared ideal, which was encapsulated by 

























[4] For a village is a self-contained and sound entity where the laughter is happy 
rather than malicious. Its gaiety is a product not so much of garrulous banter, as of the 
jovial meeting of heart and mind, a vivacious healthy soul. And this gives rise to the 
joyous gatherings around the table, the shared rapture over gluttonous feasts, the huge 
‘pig dinners’ richly seasoned with fat and wit, larded and spiced by Rabelaisian 
characters both in their dress and in their affinity with the soil. 
Gaston Roupnel 





[5] When you arrive by the national 999 highway, at the foot of Mont Aigoual, 
around sixty kilometres to the north of Montpellier, you can see a road running off to 
the left towards a bridge which spans the River Arre. A sign says: St Bresson, 8 km. If 
you happen to take this mountain road, on reaching the pass, you will see displayed 
before you a landscape that typifies the southern Cévennes: the dramatically carved-out 
relief of the mountain range giving you some idea of the harshness of the countryside. 
Country which, to be conquered and developed, necessitated centuries of labour and a 
level of determination sufficient to withstand every trial and tribulation. 
Just below this vantage point, the village clings to a rock that is called the Roc 
de Gourgue9. You will inhale the scents of the thyme, juniper and the wild lavender 
known as aspic. If it is summer, you will hear the heady music of the cicadas and the 
agitated buzzing of the insects in the scrubby thickets. Take your time, get out of the car 
and observe this vast, steep, tortured country: the farms, the hamlets perched here and 
there, the dirt tracks baking in the sun. It will seem deserted, suspended in timeless 
serenity. However, in days gone by, men worked tirelessly to till this infertile soil. Look 
over to the slopes of the valleys; you will see the vestiges of a land that was formerly 
intensively developed yet where now the stone walls of the abandoned terraces are 
crumbling sadly like the ruins of an Aztec temple. They have been washed away by the 
violence of the Cévenol downpours, veritable deluges of rare intensity but short 
duration. Such storms scarcely temper the overall impression of a parched landscape. 
Allow your gaze to drift a little further: this puts you in the domain, now neglected, of 
[6] the groves of chestnuts, the food tree, and of the white oaks which offered up truffles 
9 Gourgue is an Occitan word meaning deep water hole or spring. 
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when the woods were tended. Today only a few small flocks of sheep remain. At the 
beginning of the 1950s, the stone walls were almost all still standing and the peasants 
cultivated even the smallest plots of land with all the patience and tenacity that the 
poverty of the soil demanded. The chestnut trees provided people with food and the 
truffles brought a little luxury to those who knew where to find them. 
But great changes were taking place in these isolated areas, so far removed from 
the modern world. As agriculture became mechanized, these tiny family farms provided 
barely more than subsistence. Some people clung tenaciously to their heritage and their 
traditions, but many went off to look for paid work. What was produced on the farm 
became a mere adjunct. Parents began to encourage their more talented children at 
school so that they could compete for a desk job. This, in turn, would mean them 
leaving for Paris or some other large city. A world and a certain philosophy of life were 
disappearing. 
It must be said that although these days, the Cévennes are in fashion, there was a 
time when Bâville, the royally appointed Controller General of the Languedoc, wrote to 
his brother describing this country: ‘I write to you from the most ill-favoured region in 
the world.’ Without going as far as that, life was hard and the work relentless and 
thankless in this region around 1950. 
The houses enjoyed no creature comforts. Irregularly shaped, clinging to the 
slope, grafted on to each other in an unbelievable jumble, they sometimes only had 
rammed earth floors and they had no running water or electricity. The furnishings were 
minimal: a sideboard, a trough for kneading dough, a dresser, a table, a few chairs and 
two armchairs reserved for the grandparents beside the big open fireplace (le cantou)10. 
In the bedrooms there would be beds made of chestnut wood and a wardrobe of the 
same (lo cabinet). There were few utensils. There would be a pulley chain and hook in 
10 In the introduction to his novel, Barral gives the local dialect term rather than the French word for a 
number of items. I have noted these in bracketed italics. 
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the chimney to hang the big stock-pot (l’oule), fire irons, bellows to fan the fire and a 
tripod. The fireplace was the centre of family life. It was where you warmed yourself, 
[7] where you relaxed, where all the cooking was done. Next to the fireplace was a 
potager made of bricks with two holes which enabled hot coals taken from the adjacent 
fire to be piled to heat a surface where casseroles could be gently simmered or kept 
warm. The narrowness of the windows only allowed in a little light and in the colder 
months, the temperature inside the house was much the same as the outside temperature; 
consequently everyone used to hurry to eat their soup, not taking off their jackets until 
they were alongside the warmth of the fire. 
In the evening, the young children observed the onset of night with a frisson of 
anxiety and trepidation. Once darkness fell, the prospect of going out to the spring-fed 
well for a crock of water or going down to the cellar armed only with a small lamp to 
draw a bottle of wine from the barrel, gave rise to gnawing fears and required a certain 
amount of courage! And let’s not mention the fact that they had to go outside to answer 
a call of nature and sometimes a pressing urge didn’t allow the matter to be postponed 
until the morning. A cruel dilemma! And in winter, when they were going off to bed, 
the wind would come whistling into the icy bedrooms via the poorly fitting door and 
windows. So they would lose no time getting ready for bed, pausing only to remove 
their shoes and trousers before sliding in between the unbleached linen sheets still 
dressed in their shirts and pullovers. 
The men wore trousers made of blue cloth and shirts that were very long at the 
back (le pandol). This garment allowed them by a swing of the body to bring the tip 
towards the front to create the equivalent of underpants. The women were invariably 
attired in long grey or black dresses that they protected with an apron (lo devantal) and 
they always covered their heads with a black cotton scarf knotted firmly around the 
neck. Everyone did manual work from dawn until dark. Apart from the vegetables that 
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they grew, they lived on soup, chestnuts and goat cheeses. One way or another, each 
family managed to raise a pig and to organize themselves to make enough wine to meet 
their needs: a rough red, never more than seven or eight degrees of alcohol, with each 
family claiming their wine to be superior to that of their neighbour. 
The majority of the men were employed at the Malines mine. They went to work 
by bicycle: 7 km downhill and 4 uphill on the way to work and the reverse on the way  
[8] home. While this hard and dangerous work allowed them to enjoy a certain 
prosperity compared with those who relied solely on their farm produce, it also added to 
the exhaustion. It was unthinkable to let their land go untended. The moment they got 
home from work, they took off their boots and the strips of material that they rolled 
around their feet in lieu of socks. Then, after they had had a bite of supper they would 
take the scythe, a bill hook (poudet) or a two-pronged pick (bigot) and without tarrying 
they would be off to tend their modest plots (cantous). 
The conditions these men and women lived under would seem intolerable to us 
today. Yet it was the hard grind of the farming life and the infinite capacity of these 
Cévenols for dealing with adversity which instilled in them their spirit of dogged 
resistance and freedom, their pre-eminent and noble character trait. 
For these peasants, time was irrelevant because it was captured in the stones. 
They lived in dwellings that were centuries old, which had already housed their 
ancestors, and where generation after generation cultivated the same terraced fields. 
Life unfolded at a tranquil pace according to the rhythm of the seasons and the harvests. 
People took their time. When two men came across one another, they would greet each 
other jovially, then one would put down his tools and the other would join him. They 
would sit down on the edge of a stone wall, take out their packet of weed and roll a 
cigarette. Then, having poured a swig of wine down their throats without touching their 
lips with the bottle (à la gargaille), they would talk at length of nothing in particular, 
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unhurried, gazing fondly at the scene around them. Of course, the trying living 
conditions also allowed certain ‘characters’ to emerge; some personalities who were 
larger than life, who stood out from the crowd and who enlivened the village, albeit 
sometimes in a violent manner, when alcohol got people over excited. 
These men, not being given to complaining, knew how to have a good time. 
They had deeply rooted within them what we have lost a little of today, a gift for 
celebration. Whether it was the village fête, a wake, a birth, the grape harvest or 
Christmas: the most minor event provided a pretext for revelry. On these occasions, 
pastis (made with eau-de-vie and a flask of absinthe), wine and the local fortified wine 
[9] known as Carthagène, flowed in abundance; indeed, often to considerable excess! 
A sense of solidarity and community was integral to their nature and instilled in 
each of them a lively sense of community. The village in those days was a small self-
contained world, a tiny collection of humanity, clustered tightly together for, isolated in 
their remote mountain world, no one ventured elsewhere in pursuit of pleasure. 
These days, the terraces and the chestnut groves have, for the most part, become 
neglected and overgrown and many of the houses have been bought by city folk, 
sometimes foreigners: English, Germans and Dutch. 
The Malines mine, which employed as many as 350 workers after the war, 
bringing a certain degree of prosperity to a large number of the surrounding villages and 
towns, closed permanently in 1991. Without work, the young people have long since 
left to make their lives elsewhere. 
At Saint Bresson, a few of the old originals still come, in the afternoon, to sit on 
the cement bench and exchange a few words. Sometimes they glance around the village 
and its renovated houses in bewilderment and contemplate the derelict terraces. Then 
they shake their grizzled heads pensively and say with a vague melancholy: ‘Ah! If our 
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A Tale of Water in an Arid Land 
 
[11] On reaching Les Aires, Baptistin Fabre stopped and his gaze drifted down the 
valley. From this vantage point there was a view right across the Cévennes, an ocean of 
crests and ravines capped alternately by the pale undulations of white oaks and the 
darker ones of the chestnut groves. All around there were the multicoloured faisses11 or 
cantous, little plots of land laid out in terraces for growing crops, while here and there, 
were the crumbling stones of a few abandoned fields. 
It was one of those beautiful summer days conducive to a mood of carefree 
optimism. Under the blazing July sun, a radiant light lit the horizon, accentuating the 
blue of the mountains and setting the sweltering earth aglow. With a hitch of his 
shoulder, Baptistin adjusted the haversack on his back and strode off again at a resolute 
pace towards Saint Laurent le Minier. Yesterday being Sunday, he was well rested and 
was keen to get back to his work site. 
Baptistin was not very tall but broad-chested and stocky, with a bull neck and a 
magnificently protuberant pot belly. A large squashed nose surmounted his fleshy lips. 
There was a sly set to his mouth that was reinforced by the cunning look in his eyes, 
which were largely hidden by his luxuriant eyebrows. A cap of nondescript colour was 
invariably pulled down on top of his square face. Everyone in the village, apart from the 
priest, called him Ficelle. This nickname could be regarded as surprising given his 
corpulence and no doubt related more aptly to his wily and crafty nature. 12   
11 Faisse is an Occitan word meaning terraced land. The Occitan term cantou is a diminutive form of the 
Occitan word cant. The term has several meanings depending on the context. Here it refers to the small 
plots of land laid out in terraces. Other regional terms used to denominate terraces include traversiers and 
bancels. 
12 In everyday use, the word ficelle means ‘string’. However, around 1800 the word ficelle appeared as a 
regional slang term for a crook, in the sense of someone who acts secretly and dishonestly, who is 
deceitful. This usage derives from the French expression tirer les ficelles meaning to act behind the 




                                                 
He walked on for around five or six hundred metres before leaving the bitumen 
and taking a little track which led off through the midst of some wild box and clumps of 
[12] scrubby oak trees. A few untended olive trees and remnants of low stone walls 
were the only evidence that this steep slope had once been cultivated. Baptistin veered 
off suddenly to head directly towards a solitary pine which happened to have grown 
there. Reaching the foot of the tree, he hung his rucksack on it. This was where what he 
proudly referred to as ‘his Mine’ was located: a hole around one and a half metres in 
diameter cut into the side of the hill. He leant down and examined the tunnel which was 
only a few metres deep. He had painstakingly dug it out with a pick and shovel, taking 
out the spoil bucket by bucket, mostly on his knees and sometimes crawling on all 
fours. He was satisfied with what he saw. The roof of the tunnel hadn’t budged. He was 
working in firm ground. 
Baptistin, a water diviner, pulled his tobacco pouch out of the pocket of his shirt 
and, while he was taking his time to dig out a plump plug, he looked around contentedly 
at the work he had achieved since he had detected with his divining rod that water was 
flowing beneath the surface of this untended hillside. All the soil and rocks that he had 
dragged out of the mountain gave him a curious sense of exultation. He marvelled with 
delight every day to see the pile of excavated rubble mount up so rapidly. He took the 
same intense pleasure from it as the pride he would have experienced from an actual 
harvest. He didn’t know yet what he would do when the water gushed out, it didn’t 
really matter to him. He no longer pondered on the relevance or utility that might attach 
to the success of his undertaking, and he didn’t see himself going on to clean up and re-
plant the few terraces that belonged to him lower down. A widower, he lived 
comfortably on his pension from the railways and from some undeclared, but lucrative, 
income generated by the gathering of truffles. No need for him to wear himself out 




those gentlemen of leisure who have no ambition other than to enjoy what they already 
have. All that mattered to him was the satisfaction to his ego of finding water where no 
one would have thought to come and look! He was already imagining himself seated on 
the bench in the square, proclaiming the discovery with feigned modesty, when people 
[13] were gathering for the midday break. Ficelle rubbed his hands and sat down 
comfortably on the seat he had improvised for his rests: a few flat stones covered with 
leafy branches of brush propped against the trunk of the pine tree. 
Lulled by the buzzing of insects in the long grass, Ficelle closed his eyes and 
daydreamed about his son Pierre, who had now finished his military service, and whom 
he would be going to collect the next day at the railway station at Le Vigan. He had 
cherished high ambitions for him since the day the director of the Malines mine had 
called him in to speak of the plans he had for his son. Thanks to a brilliant score in his 
matriculation, before going off to the army, his son had been offered a job in the offices 
of a subsidiary of the major international company, Pennaroya, which worked the lead 
and zinc mines in the area. The company trained its engineers and executives in its own 
school in Paris. The Director, who had a high opinion of Pierre, was convinced that 
once his military service was out of the way, a spell in the capital would enable him to 
build a brilliant career for himself. Since then, Ficelle would say to anyone who would 
listen that his son would finish up as the head of the mine. This grandiose flight of fancy 
often transported him into long solitary reveries during which he conjured up the rosiest 
scenarios, filling him with delight. Abruptly, he got to his feet and grabbed a tool. 
‘Right,’ he said to himself, ‘it would be great if I could tell my boy tomorrow that I have 
found water . . .’. 
At that very moment, Causse, a tall fellow, skinny as a reed, with a sallow 
complexion and red hair, was getting ready to water his vegetable plot a little lower 




Arming himself with an aïssade13, he bent his tall frame and removed the little 
mound of earth that formed a dam on the bank of the stream. The water, thus freed, 
began to trickle gently along the little ditch that conducted the water to his garden plot. 
He then went and stationed himself in front of his potato patch and opened the first 
canal. Thanks to a complicated system of furrowed channels, the water could be  
[14] directed towards the chosen destination. Thus, one furrow at a time, the whole 
garden would be watered. While waiting for the first row to have its ‘drink’, Causse put 
down his tool, took out his packet of tobacco and contentedly rolled himself a cigarette. 
As he smoked he gazed admiringly at the small garden plots which rose in 
terraces on both sides of the valley. Here each family tended their land with a covetous 
eye. Any weeds were ruthlessly searched out, uprooted and hoed. Everyone competed to 
have the neatest rectangles, the most luxuriant lettuces and the plumpest tomatoes. The 
furrows were continuously cleared in order to ensure that the water ran freely and 
everyone maintained their retaining walls with great care. The plantings created a 
mosaic of colours ranging from dark green to a delicate green interspersed with 
occasional splashes of other colours: red, white and pink, all shaded by the foliage of 
fruit trees. Here you could readily discern the patience of these people, their deep 
attachment to their land and their love and respect for nature. 
As he leant down to change the direction of the water, Causse heard a dull boom 
up above him. He looked up in surprise and saw a cloud of dust rising gently into the 
sky half way up the hill. It was coming from L’Olivette, up where Ficelle was digging 
his hole. ‘How about that,’ he thought. ‘Ficelle must have just let off some dynamite’. 
He narrowed his eyes to get a better look: a powdery veil obscured his vision but there 
was something that didn’t look right. He frantically ran his fingers through his mop of 





                                                 
red hair, betraying his bafflement. Suddenly he realized that he could no longer see the 
pine tree and he was seized with foreboding. 
‘Good God!’ he swore, throwing away his cigarette. 
In three strides he was at the stream where he feverishly rebuilt the little dam with a few 
hurried strokes of the mattock. A minute later he was tearing off in giant strides up 
towards the site where Ficelle had been working. 
 
‘Ficelle is buried, Ficelle is buried! Come quickly, hurry!’ 
[15] Dripping with sweat, beret askew and eyes popping out of his head, Causse burst 
on to the square in Saint Bresson yelling these tragic words, his voice choked with 
anguish and exhaustion, having run as fast as he could all the way from Ficelle’s work 
site. The shaking and trembling of the lanky red-head’s body shocked the priest who 
called out as he opened his windows: ‘What are you talking about?’ 
‘Ficelle, he’s dead, he’s dead, he’s dead!’ 
Causse was raising his arms heavenward in a gesture of great distress and 
helplessness. Without stopping to think, or to ask questions, the priest raced off to ring 
the bells, a signal which mobilized everyone instantly. Outside the times of services, it 
was a sound which signalled an accident or even worse, a forest fire, the most feared of 
all dangers. 
The first to arrive was Martin, the Mayor. He found Causse collapsed on the 
cement bench which adorned the square and where, normally, people gathered for a bit 
of day-to-day chit-chat. 
‘Ficelle has been buried alive . . . alive,’ he kept saying in between gulping 
for air. 
The Mayor grasped him by the shoulders and shook him firmly: ‘Where is he?’ 




Causse gestured a direction vaguely. Exasperated, the Mayor barked: 
‘Come on, Ginger14, you’ll have to explain properly.’ 
Causse pulled himself together and blurted: ‘I was watering my garden at Les Mazets 
when I heard a huge noise from the direction of L’Olivette up above me. You know, the 
place where Ficelle is prospecting for water. I saw a cloud of dust rising into the air and 
I thought that he’d let off some dynamite. But then I couldn’t see the pine tree any 
more, the one I can normally see from my plot. I raced up there: the tunnel had fallen in! 
Ficelle must be underneath it all, I’m sure of it. I called out, but no one answered.’ 
[16] ‘You didn’t try and clear away the soil?’ 
Martin was staring at Causse, frowning, his gaze full of reproach. Causse threw up his 
hands in despair: 
‘How was I going to remove all that rubble? With my bare hands? There 
could be two truck-loads! I couldn’t see any tools; they must have got buried in the 
cave-in.’ 
Two brawny fellows arrived to see what was going on. The Mayor shouted to 
them, ‘Each of you fetch a shovel and a pick and run up to L’Olivette. Ficelle’s tunnel 
has caved in and there’s every chance that he’s underneath it all. Causse, you stay here 
to tell everyone who turns up what’s happened. Tell them to hurry!’ 
It wasn’t far to go to Fabre’s house to confirm that he wasn’t at home. His house, 
a totally misshapen edifice with crooked walls and rounded, indistinct corners, faced on 
to the square on one side, while the other side of it looked out on the church. The Mayor 
drummed on the door: ‘Ficelle, Ficelle!’ 
No response being forthcoming, he raced off in the direction of L’Olivette, his 
expression full of foreboding. 
 




                                                 
‘Baptistin, Baptistin!’ 
Overcome with emotion, the Mayor had dispensed with the nickname and was 
frantically shaking Ficelle who had just been extricated, after great efforts, from the pile 
of rubble where he had been buried. Baptistin groaned weakly. 
‘He’s breathing! He’s breathing!’ 
As if with one voice they all burst out together: ‘Raise his head!’ 
‘Undo his belt!’ 
Causse, who had ended up catching up with the rescue team, firmly pushed away the 
men who were crowding around the victim: ‘Calm down! I was a first-aider in the army. 
Get back, let him have some air.’ 
[17] Carefully, they sat Ficelle against the huge boulder from beneath which he had 
just been recovered. The rock had doubly saved his life, firstly by protecting him from 
being crushed and, secondly, by providing him with a pocket of air. Even so, without 
the timely intervention of the villagers, you would have had to fear the worst . . . The 
survivor was a sorry sight with his dirty and torn clothes. His nostrils pinched, eyes 
closed and his breath whistling, he was struggling to regain consciousness. Causse 
undid his belt and, using his handkerchief, started to wipe Ficelle’s face which was all 
smeared with clay, giving him a clownish appearance. Then he removed Ficelle’s cap to 
let the air circulate and this revealed the bald top of his head, which, as it never saw the 
sun, was as white as milk. Very cautiously Ficelle began to move his arms and opened 
his eyes, astonished to see so many anxious faces bent over him. 
‘My God!’ he murmured weakly. 
‘You’ve been right out to it, Ficelle,’ said Causse. ‘Another hour or two, 
you’d have had no more air to breathe. Lucky I was at Les Mazets when it happened.’ 
‘And the water, what about the water?’ 




‘Don’t worry about that. Move your arms and legs a bit to make sure you 
haven’t broken anything.’ 
Everything seemed to be all right. Ficelle gradually came around. Looking at his 
site, all caved in, and the uprooted pine which lay on the broken ground, he realized 
how lucky he had been not to have been crushed to death. A bottle of brandy was passed 
from hand to hand until it came to him. He took a long swig, wiped his lips with the 
back of his hand, coughed and then admitted: ‘This time, I really thought I’d never see 
my son again!’ 
‘You can say that again, we thought you were dead!’ exclaimed Causse. 
‘What incredible luck; if you weren’t a Frenchman, I’d say you had the luck 
of the Irish!’ 
There was a burst of laughter easing the pent-up tension. 
[18] Martin, the Mayor, was studying the excavation site reflectively: 
‘Why are you looking for water here?’ he asked. ‘What would be the point of 
finding water here? What use would it be to anyone?’ 
‘I’m going to make a holding dam and clean up my terraces down below. 
Then, I’ll lease them out.’ 
Ficelle was lying, searching for a logical reason. 
‘Your terraces? Now that they’re all overgrown? Don’t make me laugh!’ 
While he was talking, Martin was swinging the pick here and there while the spectators 
looked on, intrigued. He said,‘Portalès, come and give me a hand, have a bit of a dig 
over there.’ 
A man of about forty, dark-skinned, small but stocky, came forward. He picked up a 
mattock and asked: 
‘Are we looking for something?’ 




A circle formed. Ficelle watched the two men. 
‘Are you looking for my tools?’ he asked. 
The Mayor went on with his work and didn’t answer. After a few minutes he turned to 
Portalès: 
‘Have you found any timber?’ 
‘What?’ 
‘You can see as well as I can, that there’s not a single wooden prop in all of 
this dirt. God Almighty, it’s unbelievable!’ 
He turned to Ficelle with an accusatory look and bellowed: 
‘You didn’t put in any buttressing!’ 
‘I . . . I thought . . .’ 
‘You thought what?’ 
‘I was only a few metres underground and I was getting near the water! I 
wanted to be finished before my son arrived and shore it up afterwards. Besides, I was 
working in solid ground!’ 
The Mayor made a sweeping gesture towards the cave-in and said: 
‘Obviously! If you ask me, you’re a joke of a diviner for someone who does 
[19] so much chest-beating. Dammit, another hour or two and the priest would have 
been coming to say the last rites for you and we wouldn’t even have had to dig a grave. 
All we would have needed to do was put up a cross with a nice epitaph on it.’ 
‘But . . . er . . . !’ Ficelle stammered. 
Not to be put off, Martin continued: 
‘I can just see the inscription: “Here lies a bloody fool of a diviner who dug 




Snorts of laughter erupted. Offended, Ficelle leant over to pick up his cap, which he 
then placed on his naked head, seeking to retrieve a semblance of dignity. He muttered 
petulantly: 
‘Well, we’ll see about that. I’m about to construct the biggest gourgue15 in the 
region here,’ said Ficelle, turning to the onlookers to bear witness. 
‘I’ll show you all what I can do! Down there I’m going to create a garden like 
no one here has ever seen. Mark my words! It’s as good as done! Yes, a garden with 
tomatoes like watermelons,’ he said, jabbing his finger and glaring defiantly at the 
Mayor. 
Martin pressed on relentlessly: 
‘In the meantime, you’ve turned the whole village upside down! Not to 
mention the dreadful fright you gave us . . . Just as well that it all turned out alright.’ 
Martin was unconsciously venting all the anguish he’d felt as he was running up 
to L’Olivette, trying to find the words he would need to explain to Pierre that his father 
was dead! Mortified at having been put in his place in front of most of the men in the 
village, Fabre stepped up to the Mayor and retorted: 
‘I didn’t come down in the last shower. I was already prospecting for water 
when you were still a kid and nothing ever happened to me. This was a stroke of bad 
luck. I’ll get my own back though. I’m on to something really big. Before long everyone 
will be talking about it!’ 
Martin guffawed: 
‘Well do your work properly if you want to stay alive to bring off your big 
deal. You gave me a hell of a fright. Think of your son!’ 
15 As noted in a footnote to the Introduction, Gourgue is an Occitan word meaning deep water hole or 
spring. Here, the author’s footnote states that in this context, the speaker is signifying a large dam 




                                                 
[20] Causse said soothingly, ‘Listen, it’s a miracle that no one was killed today, so 
what’s the point in yelling at each other? Come along Ficelle you need some rest. I’ll 
take you home.’ 
The little group set off while Fabre, casting a last look at his worksite, muttered through 






A Strange Night 
 
[21] In bygone times in the Cévennes, when evening fell, the darkness invaded the 
houses. There was nothing to combat it but the flames dancing in the hearth and the dim 
glow of a carbide lamp16, which furnished all houses in those days. The sun’s deep 
shadow first settled gently in the depths of the ravines. Then you would see it slowly 
ascend, erasing on its way the tracks and the cultivated plots on the valley slopes. The 
higher parts held out longer but already, the darkness was invading the chestnut grove 
of the farmhouse, drowning the vines below before lingering over the little graveyard. 
From there, before reaching the oak grove on the hilltops of Blacouzel, it delicately 
spread its tenebrous floating veils over the village. Then it flowed into the bedrooms 
and the large kitchen-dining rooms17, as if it was quietly settling in for its long snooze. 
At Mathilde Randon’s house, there were lots of people who were looking forward 
impatiently to this night-time that was seeming to take forever to fall. The men seated 
around the table were drinking wine from mustard glasses. They spoke little, betraying 
their impatience by rolling cigarette after cigarette. Among those gathered were 
Mathilde’s sons, Fernand and Benjamin Randon, as well as Robert Portalès, a friend of 
the family. 
Huddled next to the enormous fireplace, Fernand’s wife, Louise, and Robert’s 
[22] wife, Agnès, sat either side of Mathilde, the three of them somewhat ill at ease and 
at a loss for something to do, although from time to time they exchanged a few quiet 
16 A carbide lamp, also known as an acetylene lamp is a simple lamp that produces Acetylene which is 
created by the reaction of calcium carbide and water. In the absence of electricity this was the only source 
of lighting in rural French villages in this region until well beyond 1950. It produces a sooty flame. The 
author observes in a footnote that the calcium carbide for the lamps was supplied free to the numerous 
mine-workers who lived in the village. 
17 The houses belonging to the peasants in these villages were very simple. The front door typically 
opened directly into the main room of the house where there would be a very large open fireplace which 
was where all the cooking was done and around which the family would gather in the evenings, it being 
the only source of heating. All meals were taken at a table in this room and it was also where any visitors 
were received. Sleeping quarters were separate and unheated, often upstairs. 
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words. Mathilde’s grandson Laurent was also there, having arrived on Monday to spend 
his school holidays with his paternal grandmother. He could no longer keep still and 
was burning with impatience as he kept an eye on everyone. So many people in such a 
silent room gave this strange gathering an atmosphere not unlike that of a funerary 
vigil18. 
‘Surely Uncle Clovis will get here soon,’ thought Laurent, seeing his 
grandmother light the carbide lamp that she hung above the long rustic table. 
Just then, they heard footsteps in the alleyway outside and a sharp rap on the latch 
and Barbaste19 came in. 
‘Evening everyone,’ he said cheerfully. 
Clovis Randon, the eldest son, whom everyone called Barbaste, was a lean but not 
particularly tall man with dark skin and black hair. A beret was invariably perched on 
his small hollow-cheeked head. A squinty eye gave him a cunning and shifty 
appearance. A slender moustache defined his thin-lipped mouth from which escaped a 
foul breath, the complex result of the excessive consumption of well-hung game, 
truffle-laden dishes and spicy sauces, all washed down with copious swigs of the local 
plonk. Barbaste was a bon vivant who loved his food, wine and pastis. 
He walked into the middle of the room, placed a capacious bag on the table then 
turned to Robert: ‘Have you got the gear ready?’ 
‘Everything’s there,’ Robert replied, pointing to a rucksack on the floor. 
‘Lamps?’ 
‘Filled. I put in an extra one, just in case,’ replied Fernand tapping his bag. 
‘Are the dogs in?’ he continued. 
18 In the mountain villages of the Cevennes, when someone dies, it is the custom for friends and relatives 
to sit silently in a vigil with the corpse of the deceased for 24 hours or more after the death has occurred. 
19 Barbaste is the nickname given to Clovis Randon. The word barbaste is an Occitan term which the 
author translates in his footnote in French as the white morning frost. 
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‘They’re over there,’ said Benjamin, pointing to two shapes stretched out on 
sacks beside the fire. 
[23] ‘Perfect, we’ll get going straight away,’ Barbaste decreed, manifestly the 
leader of the expedition. ‘Laurent, you’re to stick right next to me and no noise, 
otherwise I’ll never take you again!’ 
‘OK, Uncle.’ 
Fernand got up and burst out laughing: ‘I haven’t seen you today. You know what 
happened to Ficelle this afternoon?’ 
Barbaste guffawed: ‘You bet! Causse dropped in on me just now. He insisted on 
telling me the whole story in detail. What a pity I wasn’t there to take a photo, we’d 
have had a great laugh!’ 
‘It wasn’t his finest moment you know. He had soil up to his nostrils and 
Martin really dressed him down out for not putting in props,’ added Robert. 
‘Oh, I’d love to have been there! Wait till I see him! Still, we should get 
going now.’ 
His curiosity piqued, Laurent asked, ‘Uncle, why would you have taken a photo?’ 
‘No reason, no reason,’ Barbaste said, evading the question with a wave of 
his hand. ‘Come on, we’re off.’ 
The men took their bags and rucksacks, took the internal stairs down to the cellar 
and left discreetly by the back of the house. As she closed the door, Mathilde who had 
followed them, grabbed Barbaste’s arm, ‘You take care of the little fella eh? If he were 
to be hurt . . . his dad . . . !’ 
‘Take it easy, don’t worry,’ he replied as he rapidly headed off. 
Barbaste took the short cut which dropped steeply down to the road leading to the 
farms in the bottom of the valley. He was walking quickly despite the darkness, sure-
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footed on the loose stones, agilely side-stepping the potholes in the footpath that was 
gouged like the bed of a stream. Laurent, anxious not to trip, kept close to him. 
[24] The men followed silently in single file. Behind him Laurent heard the sound of a 
fall followed by a short expletive. He recognized the voice of Benjamin, a casualty of 
one of those sliding tumbles that wrench your back and make you curse. 
However, they soon reached the cart track and from that point the going was 
easier. They quickly skirted Clauzet’s vineyard before leaving the track to take a narrow 
trail leading directly to the meadows just beneath le Mas20. There they cut across the 
fields skirting around the large building. 
‘Uncle, why are we going this way?’ whispered Laurent. 
‘Sshh! The dogs might smell us and bark.’ 
A bit further on, Barbaste unhesitatingly picked up the steep little track, which 
plunged down through a chestnut wood in the dark recesses of the ravine. He slowed 
down. The going became much more difficult, the darkness deepened. The footpath, 
obscured by the darkness, zigzagged amidst the trees. They closed ranks. Suddenly 
feeling oppressed, Laurent crept closer to his uncle. In the church-like gloom, from 
somewhere beyond the cloying humidity of this summer night, he felt a sense of 
foreboding and a vague premonition of imminent danger. There was no wind but the 
forest whispered with strange rustlings. Startled, an enormous bird, perched in a tree 
took flight, beating its wings with melancholy whoo-whoos. Amidst these murmurings, 
these cracklings, Laurent couldn’t suppress the workings of his imagination. A strange 
shape seemed to him like a man lying in wait, ready to deal a vicious blow; the brush of 
a low branch made him think there was a creature there, skulking in the dark, ready to 
grab him from behind. 
20Mas is the word for a large, usually multi-building farm, which can be so large it almost constitutes a 
hamlet. Throughout the book there are references to ‘le Mas’ meaning there was just one large farm in the 
vicinity of the village and it was simply known by this title. 
78 
 
                                                 
‘Oww!’ he yelled, scratched by a bramble. He had stopped, out of breath. 
‘Shhh, keep moving, you scaredy cat,’ said Benjamin, pulling the obstacle 
away from him. 
[25] Consequently, Laurent didn’t flinch when a little further on, he was struck by a 
branch that Barbaste had let go too quickly. The track kept on going down and he 
concentrated on following the route taken by his uncle. After the last bend, the little 
group emerged from the wood. They had reached a crossing in the bottom of the valley. 
Barbaste turned right, taking an open path, lit by the moon where the way forward 
became enjoyable. Now Laurent felt much more at ease. Suddenly he pricked his ears 
with delight: he could hear the muffled murmur of running water. They finally emerged 
in a field where a large plane tree stood and a delighted Laurent then heard the gay 
babble of water very clearly. They only took a few moments to reach the old mill where 
they put their bags down with a sense of satisfaction. Barbaste said quietly, ‘Now we 
can relax, the keepers are asleep by this time. All the same, don’t talk too loud. At night, 
voices carry.’ 
While Fernand and Benjamin unpacked the contents of the bags, Robert headed 
off on the pretext of urgent ‘business’. Laurent looked around him: they were in a little 
hollow where two valleys intersected then evened out in a gentle slope before plunging 
into cavernous darkness. On the opposite bank, an ancient mill with flaking walls stood 
on the edge of the water, casting an ominous shadow with the moon behind it. The half-
collapsed wall in front of him had a large black hole in it and at the foot of it flowed the 
stream, with its brooding black water. He felt a slight shiver go through him. 
‘Laurent, come and change your clothes,’ said Barbaste. 
It was then that from behind the bushes came a stifled cry, followed immediately 
by a reckless stampede which finished with a loud splash. A groan of pain arose, ‘Ow, 
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ow, argh, ow!’ There was a brief hesitation, then the men leapt up, followed by Laurent 
who certainly didn’t want to be left on his own. 
[26] A moment later they were greeted by an extraordinary spectacle: Robert, pants 
lowered, bottom in the water up to his waist, was frantically scratching himself in the 
nether regions, groaning with pain, ‘I wiped my bum with nettles! Oh, how it hurts! 
Laughter burst out but Barbaste quickly settled the disturbance down. 
‘Shhh fellas! I told you, voices carry a long way at night.’ 
‘Pack of bastards, bloody fools!’ Robert growled. 
‘Don’t worry, it’s a tonic. If you’ve got piles, by tomorrow you’ll be cured’, 
Barbaste assured him. The others slapped their thighs in hilarity. 
The carbide lamps cast a vivid campfire light which contrasted sharply with the 
surrounding darkness. After they’d taken off their trousers and shoes, the men donned 
old clothes and worn sandals while Barbaste allocated their roles, ‘Fernand and Robert, 
you go up as far as the Plane Tree.’ 
‘Right-oh,’ they said, as they moved away from the verges carpeted in nettles 
and bracken. 
‘Benjamin, walking’s hard for you, so you do the bit up to the Gravennes 
field. It’s the easiest part. I’ll start on the Gour Noir with Laurent. I brought a head to 
make a trap. Laurent, let’s go.’ Holding his lamp out in front, rucksack perched on his 
back and pants rolled up to his knees, Barbaste set off resolutely into the water followed 
by his nephew. Walking along the bed of the river was difficult. Sometimes a slippery 
waterfall forced them to take the edge of the bank which was entangled with dense 
vegetation; other times a dead tree would block the water-course forcing them into a 
risky climb. Perfectly at ease, Barbaste never hesitated. Laurent did his best to follow 
[27] him, carefully listening to the advice of his guide, ‘Be careful, it’s slippery . . . take 
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my hand . . . hang on to this branch.’ Finally they found themselves in front of a large 
rock overlooking a deep pool. 
‘Le Gour Noir, said Barbaste inspecting the surroundings with a satisfied air. 
‘Is this where you were heading for, Uncle?’ 
‘Yes, because here the water is too deep to fish by hand; that’s why you find 
the biggest crayfish here!’ 
‘And how do we catch them?’ 
‘You’re about to find out.’  
The poacher drew from his rucksack a parcel which gave off a disgusting odour. 
Barbaste laughed at Laurent’s nauseated expression. He put two strings on the ground 
and, using a bill-hook, set about cutting the low branches from the oaks around him to 
make a tied bundle. 
‘See? I’m going to put this rotting sheep’s head in the middle of the bundle. 
The more rotten it is, the more attractive it is to the carnivorous crays. When the faggot 
is in the water, they’ll come and get caught in the branches, attracted by this lovely tit 
bit. If you want to do several pools, you can also put pieces of meat in little nets called 
drop nets. When you’ve done all your hand-fishing, all you have to do is to come back 
and pull the faggot onto the bank and open it to collect the creatures without any effort. 
You only take the biggest ones; the littlies will go back to the water on their own!’ 
‘What, you eat them after that?’ exclaimed Laurent aghast. 
‘They don’t have time to get to the head . . . There’s nothing cleaner than a 
crayfish, y’know!’ 
‘Yuck! I don’t know if I’ll eat any.’ 
Little by little they had moved downstream. Laurent watched his uncle in action, 
searching the bed of the stream with the light of the lamp. Every now and then Barbaste 
leant over, plunged his hand into the water and each time retrieved a crayfish which he 
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[28] held by the middle of its body while it thrashed its tail in desperation. Flap! Flap! 
Nimbly, he would hide them away in a canvas bag knotted around his waist. 
‘Your turn to try now. You see that one?’ 
‘Yes,’ Laurent replied focussing on a small thick body poised on a bed of 
twigs, twenty centimetres below the surface. 
‘Look at it carefully: in daylight you would have taken if for a leaf!’ 
‘Shall I catch it?’ 
‘Hold on. Get a little closer so you can take it from behind, otherwise it will 
sense danger and take off! Do it gently so you don’t stir up the mud, and be careful of 
your fingers: those pincers cut like a razor!’ 
The poacher laughed out loud. Laurent concentrated on following his instructions. 
He lowered himself slowly, plunged his hand into the water and moved it forward 
cautiously. 
‘Put your hand lower, otherwise the crayfish might see you. When you’re 
practically touching it you go for it with a quick grab.’ 
Suddenly Laurent plunged his arm in, then quickly withdrew it from the water. 
Annoyed, he opened his hand and released a few sticky leaves. 
‘Missed!’ chuckled his uncle. ‘Now you just have to try again!’ 
The night was very mild but the balmy air contrasted with the chill of the running 
water. After a quarter of an hour Laurent was shivering. He could no longer feel his 
hands, which were numb with cold, and was mightily relieved when his uncle said, 
‘Laurent, you’re shivering. We’ll go and put our crayfish down and, while you’re 
putting on some dry clothes and warming up, I’ll go and retrieve the faggot.’ 
At the mill, our two fishermen rejoined the men who had already changed and 
[29] were smoking a cigarette. Barbaste explained briefly, ‘I’m going back to the Gour 
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Noir to pull up a faggot. Get everything together and then, as soon as I get back, we can 
go home.’ 
While Fernand and Robert busied themselves, Benjamin asked, ‘Laurent, show us 
what you caught.’ 
‘You first, Uncle.’ 
Benjamin opened his game bag. Laurent glanced into it, ‘Puh!’ he said 
disdainfully. 
‘Your uncle gave us the worst stretch!’ 
‘Look at ours!’ 
Laurent proudly held out his arms, brandishing two large sacks, each weighing 
five or six kilos and bragged, ‘I don’t know if we’ll share them because . . .’ He stopped 
short, surprised and frightened by the sound of an argument and angry shouting, 
abruptly shattering the calm tranquillity of the night. Beyond a shadow of a doubt, there 
was a fight going on in the direction of the Gour Noir! 
Already the men had extinguished the lamps. There was a shout, then swearing, a 
few cracks of broken branches, then nothing other than an oppressive cathedral hush. 
Laurent’s head was pounding and he could hardly breathe. Rooted to the spot, all his 
senses on edge, he couldn’t understand what was happening. He vaguely heard his uncle 
Fernand whisper to Robert, ‘Take my brother’s things; I’ll look after the youngster. 
We’ll go back by the Planols track, it’ll be longer but safer. Don’t forget anything!’ 
‘Get going,’ muttered Benjamin. ‘I walk slower than you.’ 
As if in a dream, Laurent felt himself being picked up by the strong hand of his 




Filled with foreboding, grim-faced, Louise and Agnès were listening to Fernand 
[30] who was explaining: ‘It must have been Dubois, the departmental gamekeeper. 
He’s been trying to nab Barbaste!’ 
Mathilde was comforting Laurent. She had sat him down next to the fire and was 
offering him a herbal tea which she had just made. 
‘Oh my God! You poor little thing, how frightened you must have been! 
Jesus, Holy Mary, something dreadful could have happened to you. I would have never 
have forgiven myself!’ 
She crossed herself several times and bent over to kiss her grandson on the 
forehead, stroking his hair. Utterly exhausted by his long run and the excitement, 
Laurent whimpered, 
‘What about Uncle Clovis?’ 
‘Don’t you worry, he’s smart enough to look after himself on his own.’ 
But the furrows in her brow betrayed her own anxiety. They all jumped at the 
sound of footsteps. Benjamin arrived dragging his gammy leg, which had been 
aggravated by the exertion. He collapsed into a chair groaning, ‘Louise, grab a bottle of 
spirits, I need a stiff drink. My leg’s giving me hell.’ 
While Louise was fussing, he turned to Portalès and Fernand, ‘Whadd’ya think?’ 
‘We think that Dubois was hiding in wait to nab your brother,’ said Portalès. 
‘He couldn’t have known that we were going to the stream tonight though.’ 
Fernand shrugged. ‘He must have been watching him for several days to be there 
just at the right moment, by God! If Dubois had done a round of the restaurants in Le 
Vigan and seen crayfish on the menu, it’s obvious that someone has to be supplying 
them.’ 




Mathilde held her head: ‘I should have thought of the danger. It was crazy of me 
[31] to let the youngster go with that crook Barbaste.’ 
‘Why are you talking like that, Gran?’ 
‘Be quiet! With your uncle you can never relax! Holy Mother of God, there’s 
never any trouble when the men go to the stream without him!’ 
Alarming everyone, Benjamin interposed, ‘I hope nothing serious . . . Oh well . . . 
All we can do is wait.’ 
Agnès stared at her husband, her gaze full of reproach: ‘Robert, from now on 
you’ll leave the crayfish exactly where they are.’ 
‘You too!’ added Louise to Fernand. 
They all fell quiet and settled down to an unbearable wait. They scarcely heard the 
door latch when Barbaste came in. In a single movement the men clustered around him 
while the women stared at him horrified. It has to be said that the poacher was quite a 
sight: clothes in tatters, he was nearly bare-footed, so much had his old sandshoes 
suffered from his forced march through the thickets. His trousers were still rolled up 
revealing his badly grazed and bleeding ankles. Nevertheless, he was swaggering: ‘They 
didn’t get me this time! That swine Dubois must have been waiting for me. Did you 
pick up my things?’ 
Portalès seized him by the arm and barked: ‘They’re there. Now explain!’ 
‘He grabbed me round the neck from behind just when I was bending over 
to pull out the faggot. He was hanging on to me hard, the turd! “In the name of the law, 
I arrest you,” he bellowed at me. I was choking. I dropped down to unbalance him and 
elbowed him in the stomach. This caught him by surprise and he let go of me. Then I 
turned round and let him have a good thump and I took off running straight ahead after 




[32] ‘Or else because he recognized you . . . you and the youngster,’ said Mathilde 
gloomily. 
The women sighed and a heavy silence fell. Benjamin put the question that was 
burning on everyone’s lips: ‘Say you didn’t beat him up, at least?’ 
‘Well you know I was in a bit of a hurry. I didn’t ask him if he was hurt!’ 
‘What if he’s badly injured, all alone in the dark!’ said Louise anxiously. 
‘I wonder . . . He would be quite capable . . .’ 
Mathilde raised her arms to the heavens, her face contorted, lips trembling. She 
lamented, ‘Satan! The evil one will come . . . what’s more, I saw him at Mass the other 
day . . . he was wearing the priest’s robes!’ 
In moments of stress, Mathilde was given to raving21. A serious psychological 
shock that she had experienced during the war had ‘turned her wits’, as a local healer 
had put it. Ever since, strong emotion invariably triggered her into uttering mystical 
rantings which no longer took anyone by surprise; but when she went into this delirious 
state, it could be very difficult to stop her. Instantly Clovis softened, ‘Mother, a punch 
never killed anyone, truly!’ 
‘Calm down, Mathilde.’ 
Agnès and Louise fussed around her, getting the old lady to sit down. Barbaste 
noticed his bag on the table and started to change his shoes. Fernand said 
pessimistically, ‘This time we’re done for!’ 
Barbaste got annoyed: ‘He was only after me and he couldn’t even make me give 
a statement! You’re not at any risk since nobody got taken in for questioning!’ 
Out of the corner of his eye, he was watching his mother who was mumbling and 
fidgeting in her armchair. Despite his rough manner, he didn’t like to see her in this 
21 The word déparler in the souce text, as Barral explains [32], means to speak unintelligible, mystical 
nonsense, as it does when used by Giono of the character Janet, in Colline. This usage is relatively rare 
and appears to be local. 
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state. He explained: ‘Mother, Dubois wanted to nab a poacher. A child is of no interest 
to him.’ 
[33] He rummaged in his bag. The unfocused gaze through his half-closed eyelids 
didn’t give any clues as to his feelings as he concluded: ‘Let’s not hang around here any 
longer, the neighbours might hear us. Listen to me carefully. First thing, I’ll go and see 
my friend Arnal; I did him a good turn, now he’ll have to return the favour. If there’s an 
investigation, he’ll testify that we were all invited to his place last night. The men 
played canasta till one in the morning while the women were amusing themselves. 
Mother, Laurent arrived this morning to spend the summer here as he does every year. 
For the first day of his holidays, he was feeling tired and you made him go to bed early 
before you went out to take the evening air in the square. As for me, no one’s seen me 
for two days; you don’t know where I am. I’ll get myself out of this. Have you all got 
that? There won’t be a problem. I know Arnal well, he’ll agree to it. If not, I’ll let you 
know. See you later.’ 
By the time they realized what he’d just said, Barbaste had disappeared into the 
night leaving them all speechless. Absolutely stunned, Laurent looked at the door, not 
knowing what to think of this uncle whom he admired but whose violent tendencies 
made him anxious. Then, overcome by exhaustion and shattered nerves, he fell instantly 





An Unwelcome Visit 
 
[35] ‘Are you up already? It’s only 8 o’clock!’ 
Laurent kissed his grandmother, ‘I didn’t sleep well, Gran,’ he grizzled. ‘I had 
nightmares all night. In one of them, a black man was running after me; he was going to 
smother me.’ 
‘My poor little fellow, you can have a good nap this afternoon. Sit down, the 
coffee’s hot. While you’re having it I’ll get your breakfast ready.’ 
While sipping his coffee, Laurent watched his grandmother who was busying 
herself in front of the fire, boiling water for her traditional soup made from dried 
chestnuts. 
‘Shall I add a drop of milk or a little wine?’ asked Mathilde. 
‘A little wine, please.’ 
He adored the taste of the soup which was such a change from his normal fare. 
During his holidays, this frugal breakfast delighted him anew every day. 
Mathilde bustled over to him, a steaming saucepan in her hand. She was a little 
bent and wizened, reflecting her age and hard work, but the gleam in her bright eyes 
sparkled with kindness and mischief. Her grey hair, drawn back in a heavy bun, framed 
a round face, amazingly unlined for her age, and revealed two little pointed ears. You 
could scarcely discern the wrinkles around her neck under the collar of the usual floral-
patterned or checked smock which cloaked her body. Her cautious gait, her measured 
gestures and her slight build, gave her a false air of fragility, for in fact, she was a 
tireless worker. 
[36] Her indomitable spirit had enabled her to cope with a difficult life and to raise five 
children, four boys and a girl, living on the produce of the little farm. In 1940 her 
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husband had died suddenly while three of her sons were away at the war. She had to 
survive this misfortune and somehow or other maintain the property well enough to feed 
the two children who remained with her and not let the land go to ruin. A small pension 
that she received every three months allowed her to provide the essentials. It was when 
she was threatened with the cessation of her modest pension that she started to go off 
the rails. 
One day she had walked to Saint Laurent le Minier to collect her entitlement and 
the tax inspector said she no longer had any entitlement as the law had been changed. 
Her protests and her request for an explanation were in vain: the official remained icily 
indifferent. Poor Mathilde left the interview overwhelmed by rage and despair. The 
other women accompanying her tried in vain to comfort her. Nothing helped; Mathilde 
raved and ranted to herself all the way home. 
That same evening, around eleven, her daughter, Claire, burst into the house of the 
nearest neighbours, the Calvas family, highly distraught, in her bare feet and nightgown. 
She explained, gasping, ‘Come quickly! I heard a noise . . . I got out of bed and found 
my mother standing up on a chair with a rope!’ 
The alarm was soon raised. People ran to support Mathilde and to watch over her. 
Someone headed off to Le Vigan on a bicycle in search of a doctor. The man of science 
arrived shortly afterwards, gave her a sedative injection and wrote out a prescription. He 
left without asking to be paid, but the medicines were expensive. An alternative healer 
took the place of the doctor and, prescribing various herbal teas, declared that the shock 
had addled her mind. The next day the Mayor got on to the case and it turned out that 
the official had wrongly interpreted the regulations and the pension was instantly 
reinstated. Little by little Mathilde recovered her good spirits after having spent several 
days in bed, watched over and closely supported by the women of the village. 
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[37] Unfortunately, however, the harm was done. Thanks to an incompetent public 
servant and an inhumane tax officer, her mental stability remained fragile for the rest of 
her life. Whenever the men squabbled or had one too many drinks, indeed every time 
that an emotional situation arose, she would pace endlessly around the kitchen working 
herself up into a state of almost mystical delirium to which she often gave expression in 
rather coarse language; perhaps because, unconsciously, she maintained a lasting 
resentment towards the tax official. 
At this time she was living with Benjamin, the least fortunate of her sons. 
Wounded and for five years a prisoner of war, he was liberated only to have to undergo 
a long stay in a military hospital. At thirty he had ended up single, lame and disoriented 
by the eight years of absence and suffering he had undergone. These days he was 
putting all his energy into the small family farm, trying to make up for his lost youth. 
He was given to launching himself into ambitious but poorly thought-out projects, never 
allowing himself to be discouraged by the resounding failures. On the weekends he 
would live it up, often to excess. Mathilde was resigned to his behaviour, ‘What do you 
expect? He needs to have a bit of fun after all he has suffered,’ she would say. Still, 
when he was having a big night out, she would stay up late waiting for Benjamin to 
come home. That did nothing for the state of her health! Happily, the other children 
posed less of a problem. Claire married young and moved to Alès. Emile, the father of 
Laurent, worked in the silk factory in Ganges where he lived after having married 
Lucie, a local girl. Fernand brought back a wife from the Alps where he was garrisoned 
during the war and got a job at the Malines mine. As for Clovis, he led a solitary life, 
boarding at an isolated farm not far away. He came to see his mother when his help was 
needed or, more often, when it suited him to invite himself to dinner. 
Mathilde sat down opposite Laurent and asked him with a smile, ‘So, this fishing 
last night? Tell me more. Don’t give another thought to the Ranger!’ 
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[38] The lad excitedly recounted the story of the expedition, forgetting his fear and 
expressing his admiration for the skill of his uncle Clovis. When he came to the part 
about Robert’s accident, they both fell about laughing. 
Mathilde and Laurent enjoyed sharing these moments of intimacy in the quiet of 
the main room, where the pleasant aroma of beeswax hung in the air. These were 
affectionate interludes, secretive exchanges in low voices, accompanied by muffled 
laughter and conspiratorial winks. 
‘Tell me, Grandma, why did Uncle Clovis talk about taking a photo of Ficelle 
when he was dug out yesterday? 
‘To get even of course.’ 
‘To get even for what?’ 
‘A while ago your uncle had to pay a fine because of Ficelle. Since then he’s 
been furious with him.’ 
‘Oh! Why?’ 
‘Ficelle owns a wood near Les Fromentières where he has an amazingly 
productive truffle grove. Your uncle knows about it and he goes there regularly. Each 
time Ficelle notices he’s been and this gets him hopping mad. No matter how much he 
abuses and threatens your uncle, it makes no difference. Clovis keeps going back.’ 
‘Uncle steals his truffles?’ 
‘Oh, they’re as bad as each other! But last year, Ficelle nailed up a sign on the 
big oak tree in his truffle grove and he wrote in large letters: “TRUFFLE GATHERING 
FORBIDDEN, PROPERTY OF MR BAPTISTIN FABRE”. He kept close tabs on your 
uncle and, one day when he saw him headed over there, he went and hid in a shrub 
opposite the tree. The second that Barbaste bent down to dig out a truffle that his dog 




‘To prove that Barbaste had stolen his truffles of course!’ 
[39] ‘Oh, my!’ 
‘Afterwards, all he had to do was to show the photo to the police to press 
charges. I couldn’t begin to describe the expression on your uncle’s face when he 
received the summons! He was thunderstruck!’ 
‘Oh dear!’ 
Mathilde laughed as she explained, ‘I saw him coming, paper in hand, you’d have 
taken him for a lunatic! He kept saying, “The swine, I’m ruined!” Luckily Benjamin 
was there to calm him down a bit; otherwise I don’t know what would have happened. 
I’m afraid one of these days it’ll end up in strife.’ 
‘Seriously?’ 
‘Oh yes! Your uncle didn’t give a damn about the legal summons, but once he 
had taken on Ficelle in public, Ficelle showed the photo to everyone. The others 
laughed so much at him that Clovis went for Ficelle. They were fighting so hard that 
they ended up rolling around on the ground. Men of their age! Barbaste causes me a lot 
of worry, you know.’ 
Laurent thought about this, bombarded by conflicting thoughts. He asked, ‘You 
don’t like Uncle Clovis very much then?’ 
‘Why do you say that? I’d just rather that he did more work and less 
poaching.’ 
‘Will you let me go for a picnic with him one day when he’s going to his 
wood-cutting place at Blacouzels?’ 
‘We’ll see, we’ll see . . . you know he’s often not around and . . .’ 
Mathilde stopped, surprised to hear someone knocking at the door. 
‘Come in,’ she called. The door opened and three men came into the room. 
Two of them wore the blue uniform of the Gendarmerie; the third was clothed in the 
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green garb of the government Gamekeepers and sported a magnificent shiner! The  
[40] oldest, who had gold stripes on his shoulder, bowed and said, ‘Bonjour, Madame. 
We’re looking for your son Clovis Randon to assist us with our enquiries. Do you 
happen to know . . .’ 
He stopped in mid sentence as Mathilde collapsed suddenly into a chair wailing 
and raising her arms above her head, ‘Laurent, go and get Benjamin; he’s in his garden 
at Le Frigoulet. Hurry!’ 
The boy didn’t wait to be told a second time. As he went out, he just had time to 
observe the stupefied faces of the three men as they heard his grandmother proclaim, 
‘Hail Mary full of grace, the fornicators are here . . . punish them . . . they’re 
blasphemers, blasphemers!’ 
 
When Benjamin burst into the kitchen, totally out of breath and limping badly, he 
was confronted with an arresting sight. Mathilde was circling the table in a state of high 
agitation. Her eyes were blazing and she was speaking haltingly, ‘The beast with the 
forked tail . . . the scoundrel . . . they’re bent on evil these billy goats . . .’ 
Mortified, the three men were trying in vain to calm the poor woman, ‘Madame, 
Madame, please!’ implored the higher-ranked officer. 
Alas, in her frenzy, Mathilde was oblivious, ‘All these calamities . . . the vice . . . 
always the vice . . . oh the filth22!’ 
Laurent took refuge under the canopy of the fireplace while Benjamin, assuming a 
theatrical manner, rushed to his mother, and with much fussing over her, made her sit 
down. 
22 The expression used by Mathilde is ah! les bordilles. Bordille is an Occitan word meaning ordure in 
French. By extension bordille is used locally to mean a despicable person. In English it could be 
translated by the filth, the garbage or even ‘the shits’, although in my view this would not be suited in 
register to the language used by Mathilde even when she is raving. As she is raving, the exact translation 
is perhaps of lesser import than capturing the fact that she is talking complete nonsense. 
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‘My poor dear mother, what’s happened? You can calm down now, I’m here.’ 
He turned towards the three men with a stony stare and asked sternly, ‘Gentlemen, 
what’s going on? Are you harassing my mother? I’ve never seen her in such a state.’ 
[41] ‘Nor have I,’ Laurent exclaimed innocently. 
Discomfited, the three men stood up. They saluted Benjamin, and the senior of the 
three, visibly relieved to be able to speak to someone sane at last, explained, ‘We were 
just in the process of trying to calm your mother; unsuccessfully, I must say. My name 
is Raynaud, I’m the Senior Sergeant at the Le Vigan Brigade, this is Sergeant Gonzalès, 
and Monsieur Dubois, from the Gamekeepers Office. We are conducting an enquiry into 
a serious matter: last night some men were poaching freshwater crayfish from the 
Gravennes River. Monsieur Dubois, as you can see, was violently assaulted.’ 
Benjamin narrowed his eyes, wondering what these policemen really knew. He 
said disingenuously, ‘So has Monsieur Dubois arrested my brother? Is Clovis in 
prison?’ 
‘No, he escaped because when he struck me, he caught me off guard,’ 
exclaimed Dubois, ‘but I’ve lodged a complaint; the matter won’t end here.’ 
‘So, you haven’t arrested him? So how do you know it was my brother? At 
night it’s so dark you might as well be in a tunnel down there by the river!’ 
‘I’m a sworn official and I have had him under surveillance for quite a while. 
Besides, the light of his carbide lamp was shining on him.’ 
‘Oh, but with a carbide lamp you can’t even see three metres away . . . so, at 
night, among the trees . . .’ 
Benjamin was studying the ranger, admiring the superb shiner and the swollen 
nose. He remarked rather ironically, ‘Certainly, whoever hit you didn’t miss!’ 
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Dubois went red as a beetroot. He leapt up, confronting Benjamin, ‘Look here! I 
demand to know where I can find your brother; I can do without your inappropriate 
remarks.’ 
Benjamin replied in the same tone, ‘Monsieur, my brother doesn’t live here, I 
haven’t the faintest idea where he might be at this moment and I’m wondering what 
[42] you’re doing in my house traumatizing my poor mother with your questions!’ 
The Senior Sergeant felt the situation was slipping out of his control. He 
intervened, ‘Gentlemen, calm down please. I am in charge of this enquiry and I would 
like . . .’ 
Mathilde, highly alarmed by the rise in tension, stood up and went and stood over 
Gonzalès shouting at him, ‘Alleluia, alleluia . . . the righteous will rejoice in the Lord! 
Alleluia, there will be no rest for the wicked nor for the evil-doers . . . you’ll burn in 
hell, you’ll see . . .’ 
Gonzalès tilted back his chair and held his arms out in front of him as if to protect 
himself from a curse. Hugely embarrassed, he stammered, ‘Madame . . . Madame . . .’ 
The confusion was at its height. Benjamin rushed over to his mother and stroked 
her with exaggerated affection, ‘Come and sit down, mother. Settle down, I’m here; no 
one is going to bother you any more.’ 
Incensed, Dubois wasn’t going to let himself be put off. ‘We went to the farm 
where your brother is boarding. He wasn’t there; but I know that he often comes here. In 
fact, three or four others were with him last night. Can you tell me where you were last 
night?’ 
A deep silence fell in the room, disturbed only by Mathilde’s mumbling. Laurent 
shrank into the canopy of the fireplace. Benjamin rose and approached the ranger with a 
malevolent expression. Tall, broad-shouldered, square-jawed and steely-eyed, he cut a 
formidable figure despite his gammy leg; he reached his impressive hands towards 
95 
 
Dubois, fingers pointed. The hands of a wood-cutter, wide, thick and calloused, which 
could wring the neck of a man as easily as that of a chicken. He put his face right up to 
Dubois and roared, ‘Listen here, do you know who you’re speaking to?’ 
Without thinking, the guard rubbed his swollen eye, causing him to wince and 
[43] reigniting his anger. ‘I’m speaking to the brother of a poacher who is quite possibly 
his accomplice!’ 
Raynaud rose to his feet. ‘Dubois, that’s enough. Sit down and let me conduct this 
enquiry as I see fit! I forbid you . . .’ 
Benjamin interrupted him. Going back towards Dubois in a menacing way and 
speaking at the top of his voice, he pronounced, ‘You’re speaking to Benjamin Randon, 
war veteran, wounded at Dunkirk. Full military pension with honours. Awarded the 
Military Medal with two regimental citations. Five years a prisoner of war and eight 
months in hospital. You want to see my service record? I’m president of the local war 
veterans’ association and I won’t tolerate you coming here to torment my mother in my 
house. Do you understand?’ 
‘That has nothing . . .’ 
‘Be quiet! I’ll be writing to the district president, General Cot, who is a 
Companion of the Liberation. He told me recently that he lunches at least once a month 
with the Minister in Paris. I’ll tell him about your attitude . . . a transfer . . . you’ll see!’ 
He made a sweeping gesture in the direction of the three men. 
Disconcerted, the gendarmes stood up and saluted military style. Too young to 
have been to the war, Dubois was finally silenced. Suddenly, the Senior Sergeant had 
had enough of the old lady spouting her curses and the returned war hero who seemed 
untouchable and could possibly create difficulties with the powers that be, as well as 
with the Gamekeeper whose attitude had hindered his work. 
96 
 
‘Monsieur Randon,’ he said, ‘your brother has no fixed address. I have a 
summons requiring him to come and explain himself at the Gendarmerie that you’re to 
pass on to him. Gonzalès . . .’ 
The gendarme took an envelope out of a satchel and put it on the table. Raynaud 
bowed towards Mathilde who was still mumbling unintelligibly. 
[44] ‘Madame, I apologize for disturbing you . . . Monsieur Randon, we weren’t to 
know . . . about your mother . . . Goodbye.’ 
After a last salute, the three men turned on their heels and took flight. Their 
departure strongly resembled a rout! Laurent threw himself on his uncle and hugged 
him, ‘Good for you, Uncle. You sure put them back in their place! Amazing!’ 
Benjamin stroked Laurent’s chin with his rough fist and swelling with pride said, 
‘What! Did they think they were going to frighten me? When you’ve been through what 
I’ve been through . . . You saw how they went off with their tail between their legs?’ 
‘Sensational, they saluted you like a general!’ 
Smiling, Benjamin puffed out his chest, ‘ Now that’s how you deal with a tricky 
situation my boy!’ Then he added seriously, ‘I had to lay it on a bit thick. Personally 
I’ve nothing to fear . . . that performance I put on will annoy them a bit, I hope that if 
they’re not sure about Fernand and Robert, they’ll leave them alone.’ 
‘And what about Uncle Clovis?’ 
Benjamin waved the question aside, ‘He’s used to it. There’s not much can be 
done for him. He’ll manage fine on his own.’ 
‘There was a moment when I helped you by speaking about Grandma, did 
you notice?’ 
‘Yes. You did well!’ 
Mathilde was calming down. Benjamin took a basket from the corner of the room 
and put it on the table, ‘Maman,’ he said softly, ‘Here are some beans for lunch.’ 
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Then, putting a finger to his lips he signalled to Laurent to follow him out. Once 
they were outside he explained, ‘It’s best to leave her on her own. She’ll get back to 
work in her own time and in five minutes she’ll be back to normal. I’ll go back to my 
vegetable garden; you go and play with your friends.’ 
‘OK, Uncle.’ 
[45] They parted company in the square but Laurent didn’t heed his uncle’s 
suggestion: he went off for a walk on his own. His steps led him to the Clauzet vineyard 
which belonged to Benjamin. There, stretched out on the soft grass in the shade of a big 
old fig tree, he began to daydream. He had experienced so many surprising events in the 
last twenty-four hours that he felt the need to be alone to ponder on it all and sort out his 
thoughts. Mainly, he wanted to think about the uncle he so much admired; but whose 
wild streak disturbed him! Often Barbaste told him of his adventures and Laurent knew 
that his uncle, even if he exaggerated and embellished the truth, was an undisputed 
expert when it came to the local woods and tracks, the various crops, the uncultivated 
areas, the copses, the property boundaries, the springs, the footpaths, the truffle groves; 
none of these held any secrets for him. Fascinated, Laurent was entranced by the stories 
of the hunts, spiced up with juicy anecdotes. Barbaste knew all the rabbit warrens, the 
hares’ tracks and the lairs of the wild boar like the back of his hand. He could tell, from 
a simple print in the dirt whether it belonged to a male or a female, its approximate 
weight, the track it would normally take and its habits. His pronouncements became a 
veritable lesson in natural history. 
His father had often said to him that no woman could have put up with the endless 
roaming of this man, who was a real free spirit; poaching was his life, and nature his 
domain. Only moderately successful as a farmer, he had no property of his own. No 
land, no house. It was enough for him to help out his brothers from time to time. 
Officially he called himself a wood-cutter, cutting a load of wood here or there in lean 
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times; but his real craft, the only one that he was serious about and which he practised in 
a most scientific manner, was that of poacher. He could supply you with a hare or a 
plate of trout on demand, and supplied all the restaurants with freshwater crayfish and 
mushrooms in season. In particular, he was not to be seen from the end of November to 
February, when truffles were flourishing. He would be off at daybreak with his dog 
Fanfare and not come back until nightfall. At this time of year, you could be forgiven 
for thinking that all the oak forests in the area belonged to him. 
[46] Laurent also knew that at this time of year whenever his uncle returned to the 
village he would end up quarrelling fiercely with all those who had an interest in truffles 
and with Ficelle in particular. He had several times seen him, drunk as a skunk holding 
forth in public in inappropriate language and, now that he had just struck a public 
official, the gendarmes were searching for him! Mentally exhausted by all these 








[47] The old rattler advanced slowly in a cloud of white smoke as if, after the 
exhaustion of its long journey, it wasn’t sure of making it to the station. Eventually, 
with a final squealing of its axles, the locomotive stopped alongside Ficelle who, 
bothered by the smoke and the noise, was screwing up his eyes as he scrutinised the 
platform. 
‘Papa!’ 
Ficelle started, then hugging his son exclaimed, ‘Like an idiot I was looking at the 
last carriage when you were right here beside me!’ 
He stepped back to admire Pierre: a tall, athletic, brown-eyed boy with short black 
hair and regular features. His entire being radiated an impression of calm amiability. 
Touched by emotion, Ficelle wiped his eyes and said proudly, ‘What a handsome boy! 
You’ve matured, you’ve filled out. I think you’re stronger than before! No doubt about 
it, can’t beat the army for making a man!’ 
Pierre joked happily, ‘A man who wouldn’t mind a drink! After all those hours on 
the train.’ 
‘Come on then, it’s just on eleven, we’ll go and have a pastis.’ 
Ficelle was radiant as he walked arm in arm with his son, ostentatiously staring at 
passers-by so that no one could fail to notice that this young man was his son returning 
from military service. 
[48] ‘Get in, Pierre, I’ll put your bags behind.’ A moment later, as he moved off, 
Ficelle smiled. ‘You know,’ he said, ‘Causse’s son was discharged three days ago. 
Unfortunately, I wasn’t in the village that day and he had to take a taxi.’ 
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‘You’re pretty chuffed that you’re the only person in the village to have a 
motor, eh, Papa?’ 
‘Sure! It proves I‘ve done better for myself than the others. Mind you, I never 
refuse to give people a lift. You’ve got to help people out!’ 
‘Yeah, especially when that gives you a chance to show off your machine.’ 
‘What do you expect? There aren’t that many vehicles, even in Le Vigan!’ 
The terrain was getting rapidly steeper and Ficelle was driving cautiously on the 
narrow, winding roadway. He changed down a gear round a curve and said with a 
delighted expression, ‘Can you picture, this morning looking out the window, I saw the 
police arriving! They had Dubois the official gamekeeper with them and they went 
straight to Mathilde’s place!’ 
Without hesitating, Pierre said, ‘They were looking for Barbaste!’ 
Ficelle burst out laughing and said delightedly, ‘That’s not all: Dubois was 
sporting a black eye! This time Barbaste might be nicked like he ought to be! He could 
even go to prison if you ask me. Poaching plus assault on a government official!’ 
‘All the same, prison! Have you been able to find out what happened?’ 
‘You bet! When you want to find out anything, all you need to do is go and 
see that big-mouth Causse. Last night Barbaste organized some fishing for freshwater 
crayfish at Gravennes. It seems that Fernand and Benjamin and perhaps their friend 
Portalès were involved.’ 
‘They got caught?’ 
‘That I don’t know. In any case, given the gamekeeper’s shiner, there were 
some problems!’ 
[49] ‘Well there would be!’ 
‘A moment later, Benjamin came running with his nephew, you know, young 
Laurent. I had just sat down on the bench to try and find out the story. After a minute or 
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so all hell broke loose! Benjamin had convinced them he was a great war hero who was 
going to use his connections to lodge a complaint because they had traumatized his 
mother to the point of sending her round the bend! He practically kicked them out! I 
have to say he pulled it off well; when the cops passed in front of me, they looked 
terribly angry. They left without calling on anyone else. When I see Barbaste I’m going 
to . . .’ 
Ficelle fell silent reflecting on his own accident. His son noticed, ‘If I’ve 
understood right, you and he don’t get on! Tell me, people must be talking about 
nothing else except the gendarmes coming to the village?’ 
Ficelle didn’t answer. He stared at the road, obviously preoccupied. 
‘Papa?’ 
‘Umm, I must tell you about something less amusing.’ 
‘What’s happened?’ 
Pierre was becoming alarmed. Ficelle explained, ‘Well, yesterday, I was nearly 
done for. I really thought I’d never see you again!’ 
‘What? Don’t be so mysterious!’ 
‘I had dug out a tunnel about four or five metres deep at L’Olivette: I had 
detected a good underground spring. I was in such a hurry to finish before you got here 
that I didn’t put in props, the ground seemed so solid!’ 
Pierre looked at the embarrassed expression on his father’s face and understood. 
‘And it collapsed on top of you!’ 
Ficelle let a moment pass before elaborating: ‘Luckily, Causse was at Les Mazets 
giving his garden some water. He heard the noise and he raced over. As he couldn’t do 
anything on his own, he ran to the village and raised the alarm and the men came to get 
me out of there. A huge rock had protected me. A miracle!’ 
‘So! You and your springs!’ 
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[50] ‘Reckon I’ve found quite a few of them!’ 
‘Don’t brag! Can’t you leave these springs in peace? At your age it gets 
dangerous. One day a charge of dynamite will go off in your face and blow you to 
smithereens.’ 
‘It was pure bad luck. I don’t understand how such solid ground could give 
way in dry weather! Never you mind! I’ll soon have the opportunity to get my own 
back!’ 
They were reaching Les Aires and Pierre was no longer listening. He said, ‘Papa, 
stop for a moment, please.’ 
Ficelle stopped the truck and the young man, stirred with emotion, gazed at the 
village clinging to a steep slope slightly below them. The houses with their pointed 
roofs, covered with faded greying tiles, clustered together in total anarchy around the 
church. It was unimaginable that they had ever been newly built according to a specific 
plan. Pierre closed his eyes to conjure up all the little steep, winding passageways 
whose every nook and cranny he knew by heart. He sighed, memories of his childhood 
flooded back to him; now he felt he had really come back to his roots. On hearing the 
angelus ring out, his father exclaimed: ‘Noon! Everyone will be in the square for a chat. 
You’ll get a hero’s welcome!’ He resumed, in a serious manner, ‘The director of the 
mine let me know that he was on holiday at the moment. He’ll call you in as soon as he 
gets back to speak to you about your departure for Paris. I think that after your leave, 
you’ll resume work here. But in September or October . . .’ 
Pierre was only vaguely listening to his father. A faraway look in his eyes, he was 
wondering anxiously if Colette had actually received the letter that he had sent her, via 
his friend Henri, in which he had arranged to meet her this same afternoon. 
‘Pierre, I’ve been talking to you!’ 
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‘Yes, yes, Papa. The director . . . We’ll see soon enough,’ he responded 
distractedly. 
 
[51] Ficelle was not mistaken. The little square was buzzing with activity as it was 
every day at this time, seeming all the more crowded as it was so small. People gathered 
there in the cool for the midday break, chatting in the shade of two enormous plane trees 
which shaded the bench. Today all the talk was about the visit of the gendarmes, but at 
the approach of the two men, the chatter ceased. Followed by his father, Pierre went 
from group to group. There were comments all around, ‘You’ve grown haven’t you?’ 
‘Your service wasn’t too long?’ 
‘Glad to be back home?’ 
The young man answered non-committally, happily shaking hands and receiving 
hearty claps on the shoulder until finally he reached the bench where the three Randon 
brothers, plus Portalès and Causse, were sitting. The men got up to greet him and 
Portalès suggested, ‘Come and sit down with us for a minute.’ 
‘Did your service go well?’ Benjamin asked. 
‘Yes. Well in the end, it always seems too long,’ answered Pierre, taking a 
seat. 
Ficelle and Barbaste looked guardedly at each other but maintained a cautious 
silence. Their respective misadventures had left them inclined to hold their tongues. 
‘How much leave have you got?’ asked Fernand. 
‘Three weeks. I’ll have time to relax!’ 
‘Ah! Because at the mine they’re saying that you’ll be leaving for Paris at 
some stage.’ 
‘Fernand! You’re not going to talk about work today, are you?’ Pierre said 
indignantly, ‘I‘ve only just got here.’ 
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‘Let me enjoy a little time with him,’ Ficelle added. 
‘I’d rather you talk to me about the village. What’s been happening? Will   
[52] there be partridge for the opening of the season this year, Barbaste?’ 
The latter looked at him suspiciously: ‘Oh! At the moment, I’m doing a wood-cut. 
I don’t have much time for such things, you know!’ 
‘Don’t you worry,’ said Causse with a wink, ‘Mind you, if he needs a hare, he 
knows where to find it!’ 
There was an awkward silence. Ficelle was tempted to add something but elected 
to remain silent for once. He sat down without a word while rummaging in his tobacco 
pouch to bring out a plug. Benjamin changed the subject, ‘In any case there’s a nice 
covey at Le Rancas, I saw them the other day coming back from collecting wood. There 
were nine of them, a pair and seven young.’ 
Causse joked, ‘Hang on! Those partridges are mine; they’re going to feast on my 
grape vines!’ 
‘Once,’ Fernand said. ‘I fired two shots at the end of your vineyard and three 
partridges fell. A master stroke I’ve never managed since!’ 
Causse joined in: ‘One day, on the edge of Bertrand’s lucerne field, Mirzette dives 
into the bushes and out shoots a rabbit so fast that I just take a pot shot at him. I miss! 
Mirzette tears off after it and ten metres further on stops dead, goes back into a clump of 
bushes and doesn’t budge! I don’t get it; the rabbit took off on the left and must already 
be down a hole. I call my dog, she still doesn’t move! I go closer and there’s Mirzette 
coming out of the bush, proud as punch, a magnificent hare in her jaws! My word, her 
eyes were smiling!’ 
‘You’re having us on!’ said Benjamin. 
‘No, no, it’s true. The pellets have to go somewhere and mine hit this hare, 
which unluckily for him, was snoozing peacefully in his lodgings!’ 
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[53] Ficelle nodded, ‘Well, I believe it. Out hunting, all sorts of things happen.’ 
He fell silent for a moment, lost in thought, then said, ‘Let me tell you, one day 
out hunting boar, I nearly massacred several hunters . . . Without firing a shot!’ 
‘Pull the other one,’ said Benjamin. 
Barbaste couldn’t resist saying, ‘More bloody rubbish!’ 
Ficelle put on a hurt expression: ‘Oh, I know you won’t believe me, but . . .’ 
Portalès let out a guffaw: ‘You’re going to tell us another Ficellism!’ 
Their commotion attracted others. Gradually people came over and a circle 
formed. For Ficelle, who wanted to make up somewhat for his unfortunate episode the 
day before, it was all he needed to begin his story. He leant forward, spread his feet 
wide and, spitting out a bit of tobacco juice began: ‘I was invited over to Fabret for the 
closing of the season. We had lunch out in the open around a good fire and we were 
waiting for the beaters who were doing their reconnaissance. There were fifteen intrepid 
hunters; it was that freezing it could’ve split a stone. It was bitterly cold, and a cutting 
wind made it almost unbearable.’ 
Ficelle looked up and cast an eye around the circle. Satisfied that he had 
everyone’s attention he continued: ‘At 9 o’clock, the beaters come back to discuss 
strategy. A session for the initiated, no point in drawing attention to yourself by asking 
questions.’ 
‘Even you?’ Barbaste said, chuckling. 
‘Even me! When they’d reached agreement, Duclos, the friend who’d invited 
me, turns towards us, raises his arm for silence, and explains: “Gentlemen, we’re going 
to take the Poujol valley going along the side of the hill. There are clear tracks; at least 
three or four big animals.” 
[54] “Antoine,” he says to one of the beaters, “you take four men, the best walkers 
and position yourselves along the Lacan road. Get going straight away, you’ve got a 
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way to go! Louis, take five men with you, three of you can close off the top of Perras 
and the three others can cover L’Hort de Martin. I’m taking Baptistin with me and with 
those left, we’ll position ourselves down the bottom. The beaters will let the dogs go in 
the hollows above the farmhouse. If all goes well, around 10 o’clock the guns will be 
hammering away. And be careful where you shoot!”’ 
Ficelle gathered his breath, spat again and continued: ‘Half an hour later, there we 
were going along a little track on the side of the hill. Once we’d arrived above a rock 
which looked over open ground, my friend posted me there. “It’s the best way through,” 
he says to me. “If we raise them, you’ll have eight chances out of ten to get one. Watch 
out, we’ll be just below you!’” 
Ficelle chewed reflectively for a moment then resumed: ‘Fine, so I set myself up 
at the foot of a big oak, I load my gun and I press up close against the tree to try and get 
some protection from the wind. I’d hardly got in place and I’m already frozen to the 
marrow.’ 
Ficelle noticed with satisfaction that the circle around him was growing; even the 
priest had come to join the group. Gratified, he continued: ‘I’ve got my ears pricked, I 
hear men urging the dogs on in the gullies, then a few barks. How about that, I thinks to 
meself, they’ve found the scent. I wait and wait, nothing more. Not the slightest 
yapping. I can only hear the noise of the tramontane23 howling around my ears, 
flattening the bushes24 and flaying the trees!’ 
‘Like the end of the world was coming then!’ 
‘Exactly! I’m looking at the sky: ash grey! I’m so frozen stiff that I get up to 
get the blood moving in my legs again. I stamp my feet. I’m bored to tears. 
23 The tramontane is the name given to a strong, dry and very cold wind of the Cévennes which blows 
across the lower Languedoc and the Cévennes from the Pyrenees. 




                                                 
[55] What’s more, I’ve got cramps in my belly and I need to relieve myself. The cold’s 
playing merry hell with my gut, that’s for sure.’ 
Those present exploded in laughter. Ficelle fell silent, reflected, then settled back 
comfortably on the bench before elaborating, arms spread wide and hands open: ‘Have 
you noticed out hunting what it’s like when it’s windy? Sometimes the dogs are right up 
close, then you don’t hear another thing! You get the impression that the pack has got 
carried away on a scent, and got lost who knows where: they get swallowed up in the 
woods, they go in; the forest closes around them and they’re gone! All you can do is 
wait; hours and hours! Suddenly I couldn’t take it any more, I was doubled up with the 
cramps. I had to get my pants off as fast as possible before I had a catastrophe!’ 
Barbaste was outraged, ‘You abandoned your post?’ 
‘If I hadn’t, I’d have done it in my dungarees! I hadn’t heard anything for an 
hour!’ 
‘And the boar came through!’ exclaimed Barbaste. 
Ficelle ignored the comment, ‘I leave my gun against the tree; there’s a bush right 
near, I pull down my pants. Ah! My friends, a second more and I would have shat 
myself!’ 
There was some muffled laughter. Ficelle raised his head: ‘No sooner settled than 
I hear a shout, then a couple, then a couple more. I half get up. Suddenly all hell breaks 
loose. Anyone would think that a whole herd of pigs has just been disturbed. I get back 
up, petrified: this is all starting barely a hundred metres from me and I heard nothing! 
They’re squealing, running, a helluva commotion! Just as I see three of them take off in 
the scrub heading for the posts up above, I hear stones flying right beside me. I go 
forward holding onto my pants which I haven’t had time to pull up. And then I freeze, 
rooted to the spot!’ 
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[56] Ficelle glanced round the circle and said, ‘Think what you like, believe me or not, 
but there I was nose to nose with an enormous, totally formidable old boar weighing at 
least one hundred and thirty kilos!’ 
There was a rumble of exclamations and the crowd stirred. Ficelle continued: ‘My 
very word, he had let the others go off to lead the dogs away and he was taking his time. 
I couldn’t say who was the more surprised but I was the one who was the most 
frightened! I see his tusks: sharpened like bayonets! My gun’s two metres away, the 
boar three! I slide slowly towards my gun, arm outstretched; the boar rushes at me. In a 
single bound, I take refuge behind the tree. In the heat of things, I let go my pants, he 
misses me, but in brushing against the trunk of the tree, he catches his head in the sling 
and takes off with the shooter around his neck!’ 
An ‘oh’ of incredulity echoed around the audience. 
‘Ah yes, my very word! The old boar was armed when he took off! I knew 
you wouldn’t believe me but I’m only telling you the truth!’ 
‘It seems hard to believe,’ said Benjamin. ‘What happened next?’ 
Barbaste interjected, ‘The old boar  commited suicide, by God!’ 
Ficelle stood up theatrically to better enact the scene: ‘He goes back into the 
thickets, the trigger gets hooked . . . Pow!’ 
‘Gets hooked again Pow! A bit further on and Pow again! The old boar is 
spraying the area with my buckshot! Pow, Pow!’ 
Carried away by his story, he stops counting the shots. ‘I’m worried sick: the rest 
of the team! What about my colleagues!’ 
He paused, shaking his head sadly. The others didn’t utter a sound, knowing that 
the yarn-spinner, in command of his craft, was maintaining the suspense. He went on, 
his face tense as if he was still swept up in the emotion: ‘Just at that moment, I hear the 
voice of the fellows lower down calling out to me, “Did you get him? Did you get  
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[57] him?” And there I am, standing up on the rock, pants down round my boots, arse 
frozen. I scream out with all my might: “Get down, get down, it’s the boar that’s got the 
gun!” I’m helpless, I see my old boar, armed, and he’s reviewing a parade of the best 
shots in the district, lying flat out on the ground!’ 
Following this eloquent account, a stupefied silence fell. Ficelle looked around the 
spellbound audience, before uttering, ‘And no one, y’ know, no one ever found my 
weapon. A magnificent piece, a twelve-gauge double-barrelled shotgun with a hand-
carved English-style gun stock, centre-fire cartridges and a small-key locking system: 
truly, a joy to own!’ 
Ficelle took a step forward, turned to his son and concluded casually, ‘Well 
Pierre, that’s not the whole story, but it’s time to eat. For your return, I’ve prepared a 
fine meal, with wine in a proper bottle25, if yer don’t mind!’ With this, he wandered off 
at an easy pace. Then, and only then, an enormous gust of laughter rang out, swelled, 
then petered out, spluttering like the noise of a hail-storm on a tin roof. 
 
25 In the village, and in most rural areas, as previously mentioned, people made their own wine and would 
draw it as needed from the barrel into an open flask. The expression vin cacheté means it was a 




                                                 
Chapter 7 
The Priest, the Poacher and the Cops 
 
[83] Dearly beloved, let us pray, ‘Oh God in thy great mercy, the source of all 
goodnes26. 
‘Oh God in thy great mercy, the source of all goodness’, the congregation 
responded. 
From the top of the pulpit, the priest liked to begin his sermons with a prayer. This 
allowed him the leisure, while his flock repeated his words, to observe the congregation 
on each occasion with renewed pleasure. As on every Sunday, the church was packed. 
‘We give thanks for the blessings that we have received . . .’ 
‘We give thanks . . .’ 
Black and grey, the traditional colours of Sunday outfits dominated. However, the 
gayer splashes of the dresses and hats of the young ladies could be seen and the pleasant 
perfume of the wild lavender which garnished the wardrobes and chests of drawers of 
all the families, rose to the priest’s nostrils. The priest noticed with amusement that his 
church was very well ordered: the children on each side of the choir, the women in the 
nave, the men in the gallery. Everyone was in their usual place. 
‘We beseech thee, O Lord our God, that in thy mercy, thou wilt not 
deprive . . .’ 
‘We beseech . . .’ 
The priest had a round face, slightly sunken cheeks, a gentle and kindly gaze and 
black hair, carefully parted to one side. Everything about him denoted great kindness. 
26 The author has confirmed to me that he has not quoted specific prayers from the Catholic missal but 
rather that he has used formulae drawn from various prayers for different masses contained in the missal 
of his childhood. I have therefore elected to adopt a similar approach, rather than attempting a direct 
translation of the prayers he placed in the text, and I have drawn on various prayers of essentially 
identical meaning contained in the seventeenth edition of the Roman Missal in Latin and English 
published in France (Cabrol 1959). 
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[84] Although of a frail appearance, he was an energetic man of character, who knew 
how to assert his authority when the occasion required. He held an eminent position in 
this parish of around 100 residents which counted only one Protestant family. Everyone 
liked him and respected him because he wasn’t one of those priests who, in the intimacy 
of the confessional, took delight in probing people’s most private secrets or in requiring 
an explanation for the sins of the flesh. What was most important to him was to know if 
the soul was still turned towards God. Otherwise, he was only concerned with being 
close at hand for the faithful, so that he could support them in difficulty and help them 
to the best of his ability. He was known to have only one weakness: he had something 
of a predilection for the local brandy27, which sometimes got him into trouble. However, 
far from being a negative for him, this small vice made him even more likeable. 
Accordingly, he was the guest of honour at communions, marriages and all family 
celebrations. He lived with his sister, Alice, a pious woman who filled in as his general 
domestic help. 
‘Dearly beloved brethren, I would like today, on this tenth Sunday after 
Pentecost28, to speak to you about faith in our Lord Jesus Christ . . . “At that time, Jesus 
spoke this parable to some who trusted in themselves as just”’ 
The women, attentive and contemplative, listened with lowered heads. The 
children, being in full view, were obliged to be well behaved but, as on every Sunday, 
things were going less well in the gallery. There were those who, anticipating after a 
fashion their Sunday nap, were dozing, heads tilted to the side; there were the 
chatterboxes who were talking of this and that and the absent-minded who day-
dreamed. Here and there you would hear exchanges in dialect: ‘Look at Elodie, her head 
scarf is all askew!’ 
27 The author uses a colloquial term la goutte which he footnotes as translating as alcool de vin ou de 
marc. 
28 Although the author refers to the eighth Sunday after Pentecost, this parable is in fact drawn from the 
Mass for the tenth Sunday after Pentecost and the text quoted in the Missal for that day is from the Gospel 
according to St Luke, chapter 13. 
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Or even, ‘Benjamin will you give me a hand cutting my hay29?’ 
[85] ‘Have you dug your potatoes30?’ 
When the sound of talking swelled, the priest would interrupt his sermon and 
thunder, ‘Dominus vobiscum!’ 
‘Et cum spiritu tuo!’ responded the high-pitched voice of the women. 
The chatterboxes would be startled into silence, the sleepers would wake, the day-
dreamers would listen. The priest would then resume, ‘Two men went up into the temple 
to pray; the one a Pharisee, and the other a publican. The Pharisee standing, prayed 
thus with himself . . .’ 
Pierre wasn’t listening. He was sad and miserable. From time to time, he looked 
sidelong at his father. Ficelle and Arnaud were surreptitiously casting murderous looks 
at each other. Weighed down by this quarrel, Pierre’s gaze focussed on the nape of 
Colette’s neck as she sat quietly beside her mother. It looked so delicate and vulnerable. 
A light coloured headscarf hid her hair, but when she bowed her head, he saw the pale 
skin of her neck, the spot where he so much liked to place his lips. ‘Ah, what misery, 
how I would like to be by her side!’ he mused. 
‘Verily, I say to you, this man went down to his house justified, rather than 
the Pharisee . . .’ 
Pierre wanted to announce, ‘Verily I say this to you all: I love Colette Arnaud, I 
want to marry her and live with her wherever that might be, whether her parents like it 
or not.’ 
The conversations resumed around him. Portalès leant over to Ficelle: ‘Is it a 
fortnight to the fête for our village Saint’s Day?’ 
29 The words used are spoken in dialect. Benjamin, me donaras d’adjuda per dalhar mon prat? which the 
author translates into French Benjamin, tu m’aideras à faucher mon pré? The word faucher means to 
mow or cut, but in this era, unquestionably to scythe. The word pré may refer to a field or meadow but 
can also refer to pasture or grassland. I have chosen hay as the most apt translation as the grass is being 
cut and stored for later consumption. 
30 The words spoken in dialect are As dérabat tas tufenas?, which the author has translated into French tu 
as arraché tes pommes de terre? meaning literally ‘you have pulled up your potatoes?’ 
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‘Yes, later on, after the game of boules, we’ll have to talk about what drinks 
to get . . . and then we’ll have to open the . . .’ 
‘Dominus vobiscum!’ thundered the priest who had heard all this. 
‘Et cum spiritu tuo!’ Ficelle bawled out, ashamed of his pagan 
preoccupations. 
[86] A ripple of laughter ran around the congregation. Obviously, the Holy Ghost had 
departed the gallery. 
‘But the Almighty . . .’ 
The priest was in a hurry to conclude because he was well aware that attention 
was waning: the elderly were asleep in the back of the church, immobile on their pews. 
‘For I fear not judgement . . .’ 
Having been bowed in their fervour for some time, the women felt the need to 
shift a bit, to straighten up . . . 
‘For my conscience . . .’ 
The children were becoming unruly, the gallery was becoming noisier and noisier. 
‘because he who exalteth himself . . .’ 
A slight squeaking interrupted the priest who cast a surprised glance towards the 
main entrance: dumbfounded, he saw Fernand Randon making his way to the stairs 
leading up to the gallery. The priest, indignant at this intrusion spluttered, ‘What 
the . . .’ 
‘And he that humbleth . . .’ 
Heads were turning around, people were whispering. It was public knowledge that 
Fernand Randon, a hardened and confirmed communist, never came to Mass! Now the 
men were in uproar. The priest couldn’t help calling out, ‘Silence!’ 
Then he hastened to conclude: 
‘Now . . . Oh Lord . . . let your servants go in peace.’ 
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The procession out of the church moved slowly and in silence. Normally, this was 
a rare moment of relaxation, the only time in the week when people could catch up with 
each other. It was one of those moments of goodwill when everyone felt that they 
belonged to one and the same family and an atmosphere of happy chaos prevailed. On 
this particular day, everyone was amazingly quiet: it must be said that in order to leave 
the church, everyone had to file between six gendarmes forming a guard of honour!  
[87] They let the elderly, the women and the children pass through fairly quickly, but 
when it came to the turn of the men, they closed in so that they could control the line of 
movement. 
The Senior Sergeant, Raynaud, saw Martin, the Mayor passing and hailed him, 
‘Mayor.’ Martin approached. 
‘We are going to need a quiet room in order to conduct an interrogation. 
Could you open your offices for us, please?’ He had deliberately spoken loudly so that 
everyone would hear him, raising the general level of uneasiness; gendarmes on duty as 
people were leaving Mass, what a scandal! Fernand was approaching, attempting to hide 
behind Causse. 
‘Monsieur!’ 
Raynaud pointed at him. 
‘Me?’ 
‘Yes, you. You’ll be coming with us to the Mayor’s office.’ 
‘Why?’ 
‘You’ll see. Your name?’ 
‘Fernand Randon.’ 
‘As I thought,’ said Raynaud, visibly furious. 




‘I don’t want to disturb this holy place while I’m in uniform and on duty. 
Would you kindly go and tell the priest to come over here for a moment?’ 
Causse went back into the church and the priest came promptly, wearing a 
displeased expression. 
‘Gentlemen?’ 
Raynaud greeted him respectfully: ‘I’m sorry to bother you, Father. Well, we 
waited for the end of the mass to . . . well . . . I regret having to ask you this: can you 
confirm that everyone has left the church?’ 
[88] ‘The only one left is an altar boy who is helping me tidy up the sacristy.’ 
‘Just as I thought! Is there a window or a grate which opens to the outside in 
this sacristy?’ 
‘Well, yes!’ 
Raynaud nodded his head and said, as if talking to himself, ‘So that’s what 
happened!’ Then he added, ‘I say, Father, you seem annoyed. I’m very sorry, please 
excuse me.’ 
‘Not at all, not at all . . . my service was a bit disrupted.’ 
The two men looked at each other understandingly. 
‘As was our operation, Father, as was our operation.’ 
‘I wish you good day.’ 
 
The room was small and sparsely furnished. A large cupboard, a plain table 
cluttered with papers and a few chairs lined up along the wall where the inevitable 
portrait of the President of the Republic was hanging. Seated face-to-face on either side 
of the desk, Fernand and Sergeant Raynaud stared at each other. 
‘So your name is Fernand Randon and you’re the brother of Clovis who is 




‘Gonzalès, sit down and take the witness’s statement.’ 
Despite his show, Fernand felt caught out and intimidated; and the hostile 
presence of the four other gendarmes at his back, added to his unease. Raynaud 
remained silent for a moment. His manner was threatening: this time he had no intention 
of letting himself be outdone. He got up slowly and, his hands placed flat on the desk, 
he leant towards Fernand overbearingly: ‘Can you explain to me, Monsieur Randon, 
what you had to do at the church that was so important that you needed to go and  
[89] interrupt the service five minutes before the end of the Mass?’ 
Fernand observed the flushed face of the gendarme and stammered, ‘Err . . . I was 
running late . . . I didn’t want to miss the service completely.’ 
Raynaud let a moment pass before slamming his fist on the table, scattering the 
papers. He yelled, ‘Do you take me for an imbecile?’ 
‘ . . .’ 
‘Well?’ 
‘I told you . . . I was’ 
‘Running late! Monsieur Randon, be aware that I have seen you on several 
occasions on Sunday morning in Le Vigan distributing the Communist party newspaper 
around the terraces of the bistros. It would appear that you were happy to miss Mass on 
those days? Furthermore, the people who belong to that party seldom go to church, 
generally speaking . . .’ 
‘Ah, well.’ 
‘Ah, well, I’m going to assist you. You saw us in front of the church and you 
knew that we were waiting for your brother, who never misses the service according to 
what we’ve been told. So you went in to warn him of our presence so that he could get 
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away. The priest himself has confirmed that there was a way he could have escaped 
from the sacristy. Am I right?’ 
Fernand’s heart was in his boots. He didn’t want to keep denying the facts. He 
admitted, ‘Yes, I warned him: he’s my brother!’ 
‘Good, well that’s one point cleared up.’ 
Raynaud straightened up and took a few steps before coming back suddenly 
towards Fernand: ‘Monsieur Randon, what did you do on Monday night?’ 
Fernand observed Raynaud who had his eyes fixed on him. He answered looking 
him straight in the eye, ‘My wife and I, my brother Benjamin and a couple of friends 
were invited to the Arnals. We played canasta.’ 
[90] ‘How about that, this time you have no hesitation! You’ve prepared the 
answer!’ 
‘No, I remember it well because we don’t often go and call on people in 
summer.’ 
‘And the name of the couple of friends?’ 
‘The Portalès brothers.’ 
‘Pialot and Séguin, go and see if you can find me Portalès and Arnal and 
bring them here. I’ve already seen Benjamin.’ 
The two cops didn’t have to go very far to find the pair they were looking for. 
They were watching the two games of boules going on in the main street. In their 
anxiety, they hadn’t wanted to play. 
Raynaud asked Fernand to sit down against the wall and sat Portalès and Arnal 
down in front of him. 
‘Gonzalès, take down the particulars of these gentlemen.’ 
While the gendarme complied, Raynaud ostentatiously took out a blue envelope 
from a satchel on which could be read: SUMMONS, then he set about writing on a 
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sheet of paper with the gendarmerie letterhead. Without looking up, he asked casually, 
‘Monsieur Arnal, what did you do on Monday, in the evening?’ 
Arnal shifted a bit on his chair but replied calmly, ‘I felt like a hand of canasta. I 
invited a few people around to have a quiet evening among friends.’ 
‘You’re quite sure that it was definitely that day?’ 
‘Oh, I couldn’t forget: in the afternoon we had had to rescue a water diviner 
who’d been buried in a caved-in tunnel!’ 
‘Ah! And, Monsieur Portalès, were you also present at this gathering?’ 
‘Yes, with my wife.’ 
[91] Raynaud stood up and paced silently backwards and forwards behind the table, 
hands behind his back, head bent. Finally, he turned to Portalès and Arnal and sniggered 
mirthlessly, ‘I get the impression that I’m hearing a well-prepared lesson.’ 
Then he sat back down at the desk and said, ‘Are you aware of the consequences 
of giving a false statement? I remind you that a government official was struck while on 
duty and has lodged a complaint. The judge could decide to be very severe if I give him 
a report proving that you have lied.’ 
The three men remained silent. The policeman concluded, clearly articulating his 
words: ‘We are going to continue the enquiry. You’d better hope that I don’t find a 
witness or some evidence that contradicts you, otherwise . . . Monsieur Randon, you 
will convey this summons to your phantom brother so that he can come to the 
gendarmerie himself and account for his movements. Be sure to tell him this: if he 
doesn’t present himself promptly, he will be directly summoned before the judge, even 




The games of pétanque31, which were normally so lively, were unusually subdued. 
Silence fell when the three men arrived. Seeing their expressions, no one dared pose a 
question and there was an uncomfortable atmosphere that Ficelle tried to dispel: ‘OK, 
the village fête, we’ll talk about that some other time. But we’ll have to let everyone 
know tomorrow that we’ll be opening the bar, that’ll allow us to collect a few coins. 
We’ll need to buy the sheep as the prize for the skittles, and then there’s the raffles and 
the drinks. Can you let Joseph know, Benjamin?’ 
‘Yes, that’s fine, I’ll go and see him tonight.’ 
The matches resumed with no further ado. Unexpectedly, some shouts and  
[92] exclamations distracted the attention of the boules players and the spectators who 
looked up to see an extraordinary spectacle. Bijou, her mane freshly pulled, in a new 
harness, a large red pompom fixed on her head, was approaching, pulling a new wagon 
on which swaggered Joseph Arnaud standing upright, the reins in his hands, Roman 
emperor style. 
Everyone put down their balls in a flash and surrounded the cart. Everyone 
admired the wheels, the green painted curlicues and the freshly waxed leather and 
Bijou, who was raising her head haughtily, was partaking in the pride of her master. 
Joseph, swelling with self-satisfaction explained, while he looked around for Ficelle. He 
cast him a challenging and triumphant look before declaring, ‘Gentlemen, we must 
make a toast. Go and get some water, I have the wherewithal . . .’ He jumped down and 
opened the cart’s coffer from which he took out a bottle of pastis and the glasses which 
Béatrice had provided. There was a burst of delighted exclamations. Joseph had 
certainly pulled off his stunt with style. In the midst of all the fuss, no one, apart from 
his son, noticed that Ficelle was discreetly sneaking away. 
31 Pétanque, also known as boules, is a game played with hollow metal balls, usually on a small rectangle 
of level earth or gravel. 
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Pierre felt a twinge of sadness and ran after him, attempting to restrain him by the 
arm: ‘Papa, you know that I have been invited to Henri’s place for a meal. I could go 
and make my apologies. I don’t feel right leaving you on your own today.’ 
‘No, go and eat with your friends. Don’t worry about me.’ 
Pierre’s eyes followed him sadly as he waved vaguely and departed. 
 
Pierre wanted to think things over calmly, so he didn’t go home when he took his 
leave of Henri and Yolande. Strolling away from the village, he took the road for Péras, 
up at the top of the mountain. 
Getting to the summit, he sat down in the grass and drifted into a reverie. The 
view extended from Mont Aigoual to the Languedoc plain and over to the far-off 
plateaux of the Larzac on the right. Pierre contemplated this tortured, precipitous,  
[93] borderless landscape, the farms and hamlets perched here and there, the clearings 
that sweltered in the sun at this time of day. Nature seemed frozen in time. The vast 
space, the surrounding silence made him drowsy. He inhaled the scent of the wild 
broom and was pervaded by a sense of perfect peace. 
He reflected that in two months, many things could change, but he must, at all 
costs, have a meeting with Colette to discuss their future. This notion roused him. He 
leapt up and looked at his watch: 5 o’clock! Quick, he needed to go and position himself 
by the furthest well. If he was prepared to wait, he was sure to encounter Colette as she 
went to fetch water; she always shouldered this burden, thereby relieving her mother of 
the chore. 
 
Pierre ducked down behind a large mass of ivy which masked a tumble-down 
wall. For the last hour he had been waiting in vain and was beginning to feel 
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discouraged when he saw her coming, a water crock in each hand. He came out from 
behind his shelter and stole up behind her just as she started the pump. 
‘Colette!’ 
She hadn’t heard him coming. She started in surprise, ‘Pierre!’ 
‘Will you come, tomorrow, to our oak tree? We have to talk.’ 
Colette hesitated. Eventually she assented, ‘In the morning, I’ll manage it 
somehow. Expect me around ten.’ 
‘Agreed!’ 
Relieved, he went to kiss her, but she quickly moved away, looking around her 






The Water Diviner at Work 
 
[109] ‘So, you thought Pialot would agree to back up your story in return for a 
hare? Well since he didn’t want a bar of it, I don’t want it either. Take your animal 
away.’ 
Laurent, who had just got out of bed, was looking on at an astonishing spectacle. 
Firstly, the kitchen had been turned upside down, cupboards emptied, the table piled 
high with crockery and the curtains taken down. Then there was his grandmother, 
sleeves rolled up, clearly very upset, fretting about in the midst of this extraordinary 
chaos. And finally, there was his uncle Barbaste, standing in front of the table, frowning 
and looking ridiculous with his trousers tightly gathered at the ankles by bicycle clips. 
His arm outstretched, he was vainly proffering a canvas bag from which the paw of a 
hare was protruding. 
‘We’ll eat it tonight with the family, I’ll prepare it myself.’ 
Mathilde folded her arms across her chest and declared, ‘We’ll eat a hare together 
when you’ve killed one yourself. I don’t want the fruits of a theft that was designed to 
buy favour with a cop. You may not have any principles, but I do!’ 
Barbaste’s temper flared. He scowled and banged his fist on the table. Shaken, the 
saucepans and the crockery rattled together creating a cacophony. 
‘In heaven’s name, I’m certainly not going to throw it out!’ 
The racket alarmed Mathilde, who started to pace around mumbling, with her 
hands clutched to her head: ‘The devil’s work! Yes! The devil’s work . . . I saw him in 
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the stable when I let the goat out this morning . . . ah! The rogue . . . He’ll make the 
gendarmes come back, nothing’s surer!’32 
 
[110] Barbaste turned on his heel and left, slamming the door. Grieved to see his 
grandmother in this state, Laurent didn’t dare move. Moreover, having seen his uncle 
get a ticking-off in front of him like a common scoundrel had made him feel 
uncomfortable. ‘I don’t want the fruits of a theft,’ Mathilde had said firmly. How unlike 
the man who entranced him with his hunting stories and whose expertise at cray-fishing 
had excited his admiration! What’s more, Barbaste had lost his temper with his mother, 
to the point of making her start raving. Shocked, Laurent didn’t know what to think and 
wondered what sort of man his uncle really was. 
Still mumbling in a low voice, Mathilde was recovering her composure. Grabbing 
a bowl, she cleared a corner of the table to serve Laurent his breakfast. He sat down in 
silence. He waited until he had swallowed his bowl of warm milk before asking, ‘What 
are you doing, Gran?’ 
‘I’m doing a big spring clean of course. It’s the village fête soon and we’ll 
have lots of guests. The house has to be spotless.’ 
‘You still have plenty of time!’ 
‘God knows, I have lots to do!’ 
‘Will there be more people than last year?’ 
Mathilde thought hard, then counted on her fingers, ‘I asked the postman to tell 
your great-aunt Juliette to come with her family, that makes five. Cousin Antoine from 
Le Vigan and his wife, that makes seven. Then, your uncle Benjamin is inviting 
32 Mathilde is very upset and has started raving as she is wont to do. The term jeter les sorts can mean 
throw the dice; in this instance she probably intends an alternative meaning, where jeter un sort is to cast 
a spell. In either case, her words are intended to be nonsensical and I have taken a free approach. 
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Alphonse, his friend from the Aulas regiment, with his wife and daughter, that makes 
ten. Finally, your parents and us, that makes fifteen!’ 
‘Are they all going to stay the night?’ 
Mathilde was getting impatient, ‘We’ll get the hayshed ready for the men. Get on 
and have your soup33 and go and play. I have work to do.’ 
Laurent finished his soup. He would have liked to ask some questions about his 
uncle but he didn’t dare. 
 
[111] Barbaste left the Arnals’ house satisfied; he had finally unloaded his hare. Even 
better, Madame Arnal had invited him to dinner the next evening. Shamelessly, 
Barbaste had turned up at their house saying, ‘Arnal, your statement got my brothers 
and Portalès out of this business, that means I owe you.’ 
While saying this, he winked his squinty eye. Arnal was having a bite to eat. He 
was so confused, he almost apologised: ‘Go on . . . you’ve already done something for 
me . . . now we’re quits.’ 
Barbaste had interrupted him magnanimously: ‘Enough, enough, it’s my pleasure! 
So, see you tomorrow evening.’ 
And he was gone, delighted with his deception. As he was readying himself to 
mount his bike, he heard the noise of a motor: Ficelle was going past at the wheel of his 
truck. Barbaste stopped still. He couldn’t swear to it, but it seemed to him that he had 
heard the driver singing. Was Ficelle making fun of him? A gust of anger rose to his 
throat and he shook a vengeful fist in the direction of the van 
As long as there are stars, 
Under the vault of heaven… 
33 The soup for breakfast refers to a soup made from chestnuts which the author recalls constituted his 
breakfast every morning when he was living at Saint Bresson. 
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Ficelle was humming. On reaching Les Aires, he turned in the direction of Saint 
Laurent. 
In the dark clear night, 
Tramps will be in luck… 
For a moment he reflected on his recent quarrels with Joseph, Elodie and Barbaste 
but he quickly shrugged off these unpleasant thoughts. Today, nothing could touch him. 
He had a very important meeting at La Vernède and soon he would get his own back. 
[112] ‘What luck that the Mayor called for me!’ he said out loud. ‘So! I’m a joke of 
a water-diviner am I? We’ll see about that.’ He looked at his watch: ‘Perfect, around 
half past nine, I’ll be at La Vernède.’ 
He smiled, imagining all that he would have to recount at lunchtime in the little 
square. 
‘A bloody fool of a diviner,’ Martin had said? ‘Hang on a bit, we’ll see if I’m 
bragging. They’re all going to be blown away.’ He leant out the door, spat out his 
tobacco stained saliva and resumed his singing with renewed vigour. 
Us luckless lads… 
 
Having reached the bend in the road at La Vidouce, Pierre got off his bicycle and 
wiped his forehead with the back of his hand; then he picked his bike up and went to 
hide it in the usual place, behind a holm oak. He had scarcely had the time to walk a few 
steps along the path leading to the oak, when a familiar voice hailed him. 
‘Pierre, you’re dripping!’ Colette exclaimed. 
‘Well, seven kilometres uphill on a bike in this heat makes you hot!’ 
remarked Pierre, kissing her on the cheek. ‘Were you spying on me?’ 
‘From here, you can see who’s coming a way off.’ 
‘Shall we sit down?’ 
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‘Lets . . . What did they say to you at the mine?’ 
‘It was Pouget, the office manager, who called me in. He just wanted to 
advise me that with the annual holidays, I would have to start work again from Monday. 
I suspected as much.’ 
‘Is that all?’ 
‘No, I asked him if the director had left any instructions. He didn’t know 
anything, except that he should be coming back soon.’ 
‘Oh?’ 
‘Pouget’s only the office manager.’ 
[113] They walked for a while in silence, then as they reached the foot of their tree 
Pierre asked, ‘Did you speak to your mother?’ 
‘Yes.’ 
‘And, so?’ 
‘She thinks a lot about us and our situation. She said “I can’t speak to Joseph 
at the moment, not enough time has passed since he and Ficelle had their shouting 
match. At the moment, his new cart is making him happy. He’s going to play in the 
orchestra at the village fête. Give him time to change his mind. Then we’ll see.”’ 
‘My father doesn’t talk to me much these days. He’s out of sorts with all 
these carryings on. What’s more, several times now he’s headed off for the whole day in 
his truck without telling me where he’s going. I find that odd. But this morning he 
seemed very happy. He was singing! I wanted to ask him and he said to me, “Don’t 
breathe a word son. Your father is about to achieve great things.” With that, he went 
out, whistling. I don’t understand what’s going on.’ 
‘We’re not making much progress,’ remarked Colette. 
‘Give it time; we’ve got all summer ahead of us. Perhaps the fête on Saturday 
will change everything.’ 
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‘I’d like to believe you!’ 
 
‘Le Bar du Bon Coin. We’re here,’ murmured Ficelle. He parked and went 
into the café which was empty at this hour. 
‘Greetings!’ Ficelle called out jovially. 
The owner raised his eyes from the newspaper he was reading behind the counter: 
‘Greetings!’ 
‘I think I’m expected.’ 
‘Ah! Monsieur Fabre?’ 
‘Yes.’ 
‘Come with me, they’re through here.’ 
Ficelle followed the owner into the back room where five people were seated 
around a table talking quietly. 
[114] He noticed the glasses and the three-quarters-empty bottle of wine before he 
greeted them, ‘Gentlemen . . .’ 
‘Bonjour Monsieur Fabre,’ responded the Mayor, getting up to greet him: 
‘Come in, sit down, we’ve kept a place for you.’ He gestured to the others and made the 
introductions: ‘Teissonnière, my senior Deputy, Councillors Rocoplan, Testut and 
Lefebvre; Fabre, the water diviner I told you about.’ 
A few nods of acknowledgement were exchanged: ‘Would you like a little glass 
of red?’ 
‘No, no, when we get back perhaps. I must keep my wits about me.’ 
Already the men were getting up. The Mayor took Ficelle by the arm: ‘I won’t 
press you. Have you brought everything you need to do the work?’ 
‘Yes. We can get going whenever you want.’ 
‘Well, let’s go straight away. I’m keen to get your advice on this matter.’ 
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They left the bistro and Ficelle said, ‘I can take everyone if the others are prepared 
to get in the back.’ 
‘Fine, it’s only seven or eight hundred metres. Get in lads.’ 
After having passed the last house in the village, they arrived at their destination: 
a steep escarpment where rocks broke the surface of the ground everywhere you looked, 
running down to a gentler slope, planted with olive trees. Where the two slopes 
converged, the rainwater had carved out a gully which tumbled down to a funnel in the 
stone. A little lower down, at the base of a concave arched rock, a fairly deep well had 
been excavated, about two metres wide and four metres long. The top had been covered 
over with metal sheets to protect it from contamination. At its base, a channel had been 
dug, which quickly disappeared underground, and headed off towards the village. To 
the side, a little ditch leading over to the gully took care of the overflow. 
‘Our spring,’ announced the Mayor as soon as they climbed down from the 
vehicle. ‘You know, it’s a good little stream. In summer, even during the worst  
[115] droughts, it has never dried up!’ 
‘Unfortunately, as I explained to you, it’s barely enough to meet the 
household needs of the village.’ 
He lifted a sheet and Ficelle glanced down. The well was full of lovely clear 
water. The four members of the Council stuck close to him. Teissonnière turned toward 
the village below and said, ‘Look. How sad to see all these plots neglected.’ He pointed 
to the miserable fields overrun with brambles, wild junipers and scant patches of grass 
which surrounded La Vernède. ‘If we had enough water, what lovely gardens we could 
establish around there!’ 
Ficelle took a long look at the country then grabbed his rucksack which he 
adjusted on his back and declared optimistically, ‘Don’t you worry. I haven’t told you, 
but I’ve been here several times on my own to study the terrain since you spoke to me 
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about it. I’m sure we’re going to get a good result. You’ll be surprised . . . come with 
me. We’re going to go up a little higher, that will allow us to plot the water course.’34 
The little group climbed the rocks, following Ficelle who stopped some thirty 
metres above the well. Reaching this point, he announced, ‘Gentlemen, the work is 
about to begin, I’d ask you for a bit of quiet please: I have to concentrate.’ 
To Ficelle’s satisfaction, the conversations stopped immediately. He closely 
studied the area before going over to position himself next to a particularly stunted and 
deformed holm oak; there, he spent a moment or two gathering his thoughts, eyes 
lowered. He looked for all the world like a Celtic mystic in prayer, invoking some Druid 
divinity. 
Impressed, those present fell silent, respecting this communion with the invisible 
and mystical forces of the underworld. Eventually, Ficelle took a Y shaped divining rod 
made of hazelwood out of his rucksack. He grasped the two branches of the Y which 
formed his wand, held out his arms and walked forward with hesitant steps seeking 
some occult signal35, or mysterious vibrations. 
[116] The audience held their breath, wide-eyed. Ficelle meandered slowly to the right 
and to the left, much like a blind man lost in the crowd using his cane to feel his way. 
At times he stopped, hesitated, then resumed his peculiar pacing with renewed vigour. 
All of a sudden, having reached a small mound where a few spindly tufts of thyme were 
growing, he suddenly stood stock still, frozen, as if he had hit an invisible wall. Then, 
though no one could discern the slightest movement of his hands, the wand started to 
spiral downwards, the point of the Y apparently targeting a precise point that 
mysterious, perhaps even magical forces were directing him to. The diviner remained 
34 The term used is ‘couper le filon’ which the author’s footnote explains is a term used by water diviners 
to describe the process of finding the water-course with the aid of a pendulum (pendule) usually in the 
form of a fob watch on a chain known colloquially as un oignon (onion). 
35 The word used in French is ‘fluide secret’ which given his quest could be assumed to mean a trickle of 
water. However, here, this is a figurative usage to denote the supernatural. In these villages, people say of 
someone who is believed to have supernatural powers, ‘il a du fluide’. 
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rooted to the spot, paralysed, eyes staring, his brow covered with sweat. It seemed 
obvious that he was in a trance. No one dared move, let alone speak! Finally Ficelle 
relaxed, breaking the spell, releasing those watching. He apologised, ‘I need to rest a 
little, this tires me out . . . The water passes down there,’ he said, pointing his finger 
between his feet. ‘I found small seams all around but the main flow is here.’ 
After a few moments, no one daring to venture the slightest remark, Ficelle picked 
up his wand again and resumed his concentration. His body stiffened. Abruptly, he bent 
his right leg lifting his knee high with a slightly grotesque movement and hammered his 
heel into the ground with a violent kick. He struck once . . . twice . . . three times . . . 
then seemed to listen attentively. This surprising manoeuvre set off a little nervous 
tittering and a few astonished murmurs among the spectators, which were quickly 
stifled. 
‘The water is flowing at three or three and a half metres below the surface and 
it reaches the middle of the arched rock, down there, right at the well!’ 
The Mayor shifted anxiously, casting his eyes around his colleagues, 
‘What?’ he said. 
‘The seam passes here, then disappears in a fault at the base of this rock,’ said 
Ficelle. 
[117] ‘Well then, it’s only our existing spring! Isn’t there a bigger spring 
somewhere?’ the Mayor fretted, disappointed. 
‘We’ll look into that,’ Ficelle assured him. 
Putting his divining rod away in his rucksack, he brought out a fob watch which 
hung from a long chain, then he raised his hand commandingly to silence the various 
exclamations provoked by the Mayor’s observation. Calm restored, Ficelle assumed a 
solid stance, his feet slightly apart, took the chain delicately between his thumb and his 
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index finger, held out his arm above the ground and let his instrument hang down. He 
kept perfectly still. 
For an interminable minute, absolutely nothing happened, then the watch moved. 
Imperceptibly at first, then a little more, then it began to turn slowly at the end of the 
chain! However, Ficelle remained totally motionless. Everyone was bemused, 
wondering what secret energy could actually be moving this watch. Especially given 
that the movement was becoming more pronounced! The fob watch began to make 
larger and larger circles, moving faster and faster. Ficelle lowered his wrist and stopped 
the movement. Sighs of relief escaped from every chest as their nervous tension melted 
away. 
‘Wha-wha-what’s the stream like?’ stammered the Mayor. 
Ficelle, apparently unmoved, slowly put his watch away before declaiming 
authoritatively, ‘As thick as my arm! With an enormous reservoir, up a bit higher.’ 
Dumbfounded, the councillors studied the ample biceps of the water diviner. 
‘Are you sure?’ they exclaimed. 
Then with one voice they cried, ‘So how come we have so little water?’ 
Ficelle scrutinized his audience. His expression made it clear that he would not 
tolerate anyone doubting the word of a diviner of his status: 
‘I’m positive there’s a substantial seam which passes under my feet!’ 
‘Nevertheless,’ the Mayor ventured, ‘you’re assuring us that we have a very 
large spring, in the full knowledge that it is only giving us a trickle of water! How can 
[118] you explain this contradiction?’ 
Ficelle took his wand and went back down towards the water hole, skirting around 
the large rock which sheltered it. Here and there he stopped, went back, and started off 
again like someone searching feverishly for something precious that he’s lost. The 
Mayor and the councillors tiptoed after him, taking care not to dislodge even the 
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smallest stone. Finally, Ficelle stopped at the foot of the catchment. After long 
reflection he declared, ‘I’ve got it!’ 
‘Oh?’ 
Prophetically, he pointed up to the hilltop, ‘The catchment is located in this hill 
which collects all the water from the mountain. It arrives there, where we were. 
Unfortunately this concave rock,’ Ficelle indicated the arch, ‘blocks the water just as if 
it were the cork in an enormous barrel!’ He spread his arms. Confidently he expanded 
on his theory, ‘A fault line only allows a little water to pass through, which is what’s 
been supplying you. The rest separates off to the right and left in little trickles that I 
located, more or less everywhere. It seeps into the soil. It’s a shame.’ 
‘Oh my goodness! We can’t dynamite this enormous rock!’ said 
Teissonnière, alarmed. ‘Who knows what might happen afterwards?’ 
Ficelle winked, grinned mischievously and pointing to the wall of the little grotto, 
gently put it to them, ‘Your fault is located there. A shrewd person would drill two 
holes here,’ he pointed at two specific spots. ‘Then all he would have left to do is to let 
off a small explosive on this side, only half a charge, and there, a little quarter charge; 
then the water would be released to slide down the rock like a fart in silk nickers!’ 
A long silence ensued. 
‘We’ve only got this spring,’ insisted the Mayor, ‘Are you certain there’s no 
risk?’ 
Ficelle pointed at the hill. 
[119] ‘And where do you think all that water goes? It has to flow somewhere, for 
goodness sake. Each time that I’ve come here on my own,’ he added persuasively, ‘I got 
the same readings. Look how tall that clump of lavender is over there. And this grass 
here, don’t you see how green it is? Why? Because there’s subterranean water!’ 
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‘Er . . .’ mumbled a councillor in a dubious tone, ‘what if something 
happened!’ 
‘They would tear us limb from limb!’ the Mayor affirmed gloomily. 
Ficelle was indignant: ‘I’ve been finding water for thirty years, I’m not a novice! 
Do you think I’d advise you to use dynamite if I wasn’t certain of the result?’ 
The Mayor hesitated and decided to withdraw slightly in order to hold an 
impromptu mini-council meeting. Ficelle watched the La Vernède folk debate quietly 
among themselves. The discussion was animated but short, then the Mayor announced, 
‘Well then, you can assume that if you’re right, you’ll be well paid. I assure you that 
you won’t have wasted your time. When can you come?’ 
Ficelle thought it over: ‘Listen, this week I can’t. On Saturday and Sunday it’s the 
village fête and I’m one of the organizers. We’re using my utility truck. On Monday, 
we’re having a dinner for the village. Shall we say next Tuesday?’ 
‘Will there be much work?’ 
‘Oh no. We’ll have to chisel two holes in the rock to hold the dynamite and 
widen the channel which takes the overflow water. Because, with the flow that you’re 
going to get, your water hole is going to be much too small! It’ll also be necessary to 
prepare a mound of dirt to protect the well when the explosion takes place. We’ll put it 
on two sheets of corrugated iron that I’ll bring with me. Afterwards, I place my charges 
and I let ’em off.’ 
[120] ‘OK, the young fellas will give you a hand.’ 
‘In that case, in an hour, an hour and a half, it’ll all be over! However, 




The Mayor rejected this possibility: ‘We’ve already thought through all these 
problems. For a water tower, we’d have to firstly provide for this work in the budget 
and pass a vote on it. Then ask for a subsidy and then get the work done after the 
submission. That would all take months, even years! Let’s get the water first. Then 
we’ll take stock. In the meantime, this week, we’re going to think about a second dam, a 
little lower down, where we could hold more of the overflow. I know that if needs be, 
we won’t be wanting for volunteers. And since its communal land, we don’t need 
authorisation. Agreed lads?’ 
No objection being raised, Ficelle proposed, ‘Perfect! Tuesday nine o’clock?’ 
‘Business finished. Let’s go and have a drink at Justin’s. We’ve certainly 
earned it!’ 
The Mayor turned to his councillors, ‘By God, on Tuesday we’ll organize a little 
celebration, it’ll be a great day!’ 
 
‘Hello Papa, what’ve you got there?’ 
Ficelle put a bag on the table and smiled: ‘A surprise!’ He opened the packaging 
and brought out one by one a special bottle of wine, some cold cuts of pork, two 
splendid slices of steak and a cake! 
‘What’s the occasion?’ Pierre asked, astonished. 
Ficelle narrowed his eyes and raised his finger prophetically, ‘It so happens that 
your father is something of a genius who’s soon going to achieve quite a feat, a 
monumental feat! 
[121] Everyone took the piss out of me when my mineshaft fell in, most of all, the 
Mayor! Well now I’m going to get my own back and make them see what I can do. The 
people of Saint Bresson will be surprised, I’m telling you!’ 
‘What are you going to do?’ 
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‘You’ll see, you’ll see . . . I wouldn’t want to exaggerate, but I think that it 
will be an exploit that will be talked about for a long time to come. I’ve been preparing 
this for a long time.’ 
‘That’s why you’ve been disappearing with the truck over the last little 
while.’ 
Ficelle smiled: ‘Yes. Set the table, I’m hungry. I’m going to cook the meat.’ 
He dropped his jacket and went into the kitchen without further explanation. 
The meal was cheerful. Pierre found his father back to his normal self, jovial and 
boastful. However, Ficelle didn’t want to reveal anything about his day and dodged all 
questions on the subject. After having served himself a final glassful, he took out his 
pipe, stuffed it painstakingly and lit it with obvious satisfaction. He settled back 
comfortably in his chair and asked, ‘Did you enjoy the meal?’ 
‘Excellent Papa, I wish you every success with your endeavour.’ 
‘And what about you? You haven’t told me anything. What did they say to 
you at the mine?’ 
‘They asked me to start work again on Monday; they’ll make up my leave 
later on. I was expecting it; they need staff at the moment. Dammit, I get bored with 
having nothing to do while everyone else is working.’ 
‘Let’s hope that your boss comes back soon so that you know where you 
stand!’ 
‘That’s the point, Papa . . . I . . . I feel a bit embarrassed.’ 
‘Why?’ 
‘You know how these things are. Ultimately, I wouldn’t like to be forced to 
leave here.’ 
 
[122] ‘We’ve already talked about that and I don’t understand you! You’re young, 
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intelligent, finished with the military and the future belongs to you. The Director has a 
high opinion of you. You mustn’t let this opportunity slip because all that could change. 
Surely you’re not going to pass all this up for a girl!’ 
‘Not a girl, Papa, my fiancée. Look, if I stay here I’ll get a bit of promotion, 
I’ll earn my living and I’ll be happy, because Colette and I love each other!’ 
‘You love each other, you love each other! You know, love at your age. You 
think you’re sure and then things change. In Paris there won’t be any shortage of girls!’ 
‘But Colette is the only one who interests me, Papa!’ 
‘Colette, Colette! When you’re young, you get all fired up, you dig your heels 
in. You’ve got the time to meet more than one young woman. In the first place, you’re a 
man, if you want to start a family you have to set yourself up with a good position. Why 
don’t you ask Colette to speak to her parents? She’ll soon see what they’ve got to say. 
What if they were to let her leave?’ 
‘Right now, she can’t . . . after your quarrel . . .’ 
‘Son, listen to your father. All that I want is for you to be happy. I left this 
area to go and work on the railways instead of being a poor farmer and I’ve never 
regretted it. And what’s more, if I’d had your education, I would have risen higher! 
Now look at me. I live well. I have a good pension which comes in every month. The 
truffles, the springs, that’s for the fun of it. I’m envied! Look at the other people my 
age. They’re worn out, knotted and stooped as a result of spending their life doubled 
over on their little scraps of land. They can’t buy a truck with their paltry farmers’ 
pension like me! Believe me, you mustn’t hesitate. Don’t pass up this unique 
opportunity . . . Else, what was the point of staying at school until you were nearly 
twenty?’ 
‘To work in the mine offices! People don’t seem to be unhappy here. They’re 
free, they’re proud.’ 
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[123] ‘Free to be slaves of their pathetic plots of land, sure! Not unhappy? Quite 
simply because they don’t know anything else! Instead of going to school like you, they 
began herding sheep when they were ten or eleven years old! Proud? You’ve seen them 
when they come looking for me at home, all coy, when they need my truck: “I say 
Ficelle, I bought fifty kilos of wheat at Rougé’s, would you be able to transport it for 
me, some day that suits you?”, “Bonjour, Ficelle, my wife’s sick, would you be able to 
take her to the doctor?” For me, freedom, pride, is about having the means to live well 
on my pension, to be able to buy a utility truck and to go where I like without depending 
on anyone!’ 
Ficelle fell silent and neither of them spoke for some time. However, Pierre 
persisted, ‘All the same, if I was working at the mine at Saint Laurent, I wouldn’t be a 
peasant, I’d at least have a good position!’ 
‘A minor position compared to the one you could have if you went away. 
Listen, my boy, it’s late, it’s time for bed. I hope you’ll think about what I’ve said and 
that it will knock a bit of sense into you!’ 
Disconcerted, Pierre went to bed feeling that this discussion had only further 




An Unfortunate Encounter - The Reapers at Work 
 
[169] The day had just dawned. Barbaste put his bag on the ground in the Courniers’ 
barn, rested his scythe against the wall and sat down on a stump to wait for Benjamin 
and Portalès. He was rolling a cigarette when he heard a slight noise . . . someone was 
coming! 
Intrigued, he turned his head and leant forward; a malicious grin distorted his 
features. Elodie, who lived just beyond the barn, was walking past along the track on 
the way to empty her chamber pot. Although this apparition was unexpected, it offered 
Barbaste a perfect opportunity to take revenge for the time that she had caught him 
unawares on his way home from poaching. 
The shepherdess was approaching with short silent steps, her ghostly silhouette 
emerging from the dim light of the dawning day. She truly resembled a witch with her 
tousled hair, her grimy nightdress floating around her scrawny calves and her worn-out 
slippers. In order to maximize the surprise, Barbaste waited till she had her back to him 
to call out to her in a mocking voice, ‘My word Elodie, are you off to throw out your 
perfume collection?’ Elodie started so violently that she almost dropped her receptacle. 
Barbaste cackled: ‘Ah, what a sight you are. What an old crone!’ 
Elodie paused, still as a statue. Abruptly she spun around, her face tensed in an 
evil grimace and stood rooted to the spot, trembling with rage, not uttering a word. 
[170] Barbaste made a mocking gesture with his hand and said, ‘There must be some 
strange stuff in that pot for you to be going to empty it so secretively at the break of 
dawn!’ 
Although still speechless, Elodie was choking with rage and hatred. Her pallid 
face had turned crimson. She took three steps towards Barbaste and gestured with her 
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elbow as if to throw the contents of her chamber pot in his face: ‘You’re about to find 
out what’s in it36!’ 
A deranged expression in the stare of the shepherdess alarmed Barbaste who leapt 
backwards brandishing his scythe. 
‘If you do that, I’ll smash your head with the handle of the scythe,’ he 
threatened in a strangled voice. 
‘Bloody great fat pig37,’ she snarled. 
‘Get lost, you old shrew.’ 
Elodie’s eyes flashed: ‘You’re scared to death. I can tell!’ 
‘One move and I’ll beat your brains out,’ said Barbaste, his squinty eye rolled 
back in disgust. 
The two enemies stood face-to-face observing each other ferociously. 
‘You wait, one day we’ll settle all our accounts!’ Elodie screeched. ‘You’ll 
see . . .’ 
Without another word, she turned around and stormed off, pot in hand, mumbling 
dire threats. Barbaste exhaled slowly as he regained his composure. He shuddered to 
think what could have spilled over his head if she had executed her threat! 
‘Thank God!’ he exclaimed. ‘The scythe saved me.’ 
He was sweating and realized that in his hurry to grab his tool, he had spilt his 
packet of shag on the ground. Cursing he knelt down and picked up his precious 
tobacco. 
 
[171] For the third consecutive day, Ficelle got up at dawn after a night filled with 
nightmares. He had hardly slept since his misadventure, endlessly re-playing in his 
mind the events of Tuesday. He would get up, his body worn out with the exhaustion 
36 Elodie’s words are recorded in the local dialect, Saupras lo dire ço que li a dedins which the author 
footnotes in French as Tu sauras le dire ce qu’il y a dedans. 
37 Elodie uses an expression in dialect, bogre de porcas. 
 140 
                                                 
brought about by shattered nerves, dashed hopes and gloomy foreboding. He would get 
dressed, washing himself rapidly, then barely taking the time to drink a coffee, would 
disappear until evening in his truck. He dared not show his face in the village. During 
the day, he went to look at old foraging sites, would visit a few acquaintances and take 
his meals in various cheap cafes depending on where he was. In the evening on his 
return, he hung around the village a little, noticing with surprise that no one paid the 
slightest attention to him. He would return home perplexed and prepare his evening 
meal. When Pierre came home, he would be taciturn, lost in his own thoughts. 
Nevertheless, as each day passed he became more optimistic. In the towns where 
he was stopping to eat or run a few errands, he wasn’t hearing any talk. Consequently, 
he ended up by persuading himself after much surmising, that there could only be one 
logical reason for this calm. The explanation had to be that after his precipitate 
departure, the water, released by the displacement of a few rocks, had begun to flow 
abundantly again, granting the wishes of the people of La Vernède. The more days that 
passed, the more he clung to this forlorn hope, and the more his morale improved. On 
this day, he left home, and like every other day, skirted the square to go and urinate 
against the walnut tree which stood in front of Fernand Randon’s house. He was about 
to set off again towards his garage when he heard a burst of voices. Concealing himself 
behind the tree, he sneaked a peek and saw Benjamin and Portalès go by, shouldering 
their scythes. He remained hidden, waiting till they had gone some distance. He didn’t 
want to talk to anyone, least of all to those two big-mouths. 
 
‘What’s going on with you, Barbaste?’ said Portalès. ‘You’ve got a strange 
look about you.’ 
[172] ‘Good God, I’ve just had a helluva fright!’ 
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‘Looking at your face, anyone would think you’d seen a ghost!’ Benjamin 
remarked. 
‘Worse than that, I just found myself nose-to-nose with that shit-face Elodie 
on her way to empty her chamber pot!’ 
‘No! Really?’ Benjamin and Portalès responded. 
The explosion of open-mouthed laughter that issued forth when Barbaste 
recounted his inopportune confrontation reached the ears of old Arnaud. Barbaste 
grumbled all the way to La Borie38. Irritated by the crude jokes of his companions, he 
kept repeating: 
‘I’d have liked to see you in my place. If I hadn’t had the scythe, for sure 
she’d have tipped the whole shit pot on my head!’ 
The ribaldry increased when they met up with Joseph. The day was starting badly 
for Barbaste! 
 
‘He’s come back, the devil . . . Piece of filth!’ 
Laurent, his eyes still puffy from sleep, was watching his grandmother circling the 
table feverishly, raving. 
‘Gran,’ he said, alarmed. 
‘I knew it, the rotten so-and-so . . . He’s having black masses said. He’s 
plotting something . . . By all the Gods!’ 
Laurent was bewildered. He looked at the clock: nine o clock. He knew that the 
men had left at dawn. What on earth could have happened to put his grandmother in this 
state? 
‘Gran,’ he repeated anxiously. 
38 La borie is a regional word from the Occitan bòria, used to designate a farm or an agricultural domain, 
usually one in an isolated situation. It is very popular as a name for a farm or property throughout the 
region. In Provence it can also refer to a small round stone cabin used for shelter by shepherds during the 
summer. 
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Mathilde was oblivious, immersed in her delirium and flapping about, waving her 
arms. Laurent came forward and sat timidly at the table, miserable at seeing his grand-
mother like this. 
‘Gran,’ he persisted anxiously. 
‘They’re the ones misbehaving and I’m the one who cops the resentment. 
They’re putting a curse on me.’ 
[173] Continuing to mumble, she mechanically placed a bowl in front of Laurent and 
filled it with red wine and added three sugars. The boy whimpered: ‘Gran, you put wine 
in my bowl. Why are you like this?’ 
‘Well, because if it’s going to be like this, I’m just going to get out of here!’ 
‘If you leave, I’m going too,’ Laurent announced. 
Laurent had spoken in such a despairing voice that Mathilde pulled herself together. 
‘Oh my poor little fellow, I don’t know what I’m doing any more.’ 
‘Don’t get upset, please!’ 
‘It’s OK, don’t worry now.’ 
Mathilde sniffed. She brought out a crumpled handkerchief and mopped her eyes 
before saying sadly, ‘What do you expect, they’re sending me mad with their goings on. 
Here, look.’ 
She handed Laurent a blue envelope that she had just taken from the sideboard. 
‘Read it,’ she said. 
The letter had been opened. Fingers trembling, Laurent took out a sheet of paper 
headed République Française. The text was brief. He read out loud, ‘District 
Magistrate’s Court. Le Vigan, Gard. Monsieur Randon Clovis. You are summoned to 
appear before a session of the Court scheduled on Tuesday the twenty-fifth of July at 
1400 hours. The Clerk of the Court.’ 
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‘A policeman delivered it this morning,’ Mathilde explained. ‘Oh, my God! 
What will people say about the Randon family? The whole village will be gabbing 
about it.’ 
‘Not the Randon family, Gran, Uncle Clovis!’ Laurent retorted. Mathilde 
shook her head in a defeated manner. 
‘When you’ve had your breakfast, take this to him at Commeirol. That way, 
at least he’ll be made to suffer as well.’ 
[174] The boy leapt to his feet: ‘I’ll go there straight away!’ 
‘Come and have your coffee first!’ 
‘No! Listen Gran . . . Uncle Clovis . . . he’s wicked!’ 
Before Mathilde could reply, Laurent had disappeared. He didn’t want his 
grandmother to see that he was crying. 
 
The priest was sitting facing the window of the kitchen which gave on to the 
square, eating the breakfast that Alice had just served. ‘My goodness!’ he exclaimed in 
surprise. Where’s young Laurent going in such a hurry?’ 
Alice leant across him: ‘Where indeed! Look, he’s carrying a blue envelope!’ 
Laurent was already out of sight. 
The priest grimaced reflectively: ‘Oh dear! oh dear! . . . I think I can guess. 
Barbaste didn’t give himself up to the police; he must have been sent a summons at his 
mother’s house and Laurent is going to deliver it to him. Well, Mathilde must be in a 
quite a state!’ 
‘In that case, you’d better pay her a visit. Poor woman!’ 
‘You know when she’s off into her ravings it’s better to leave her in peace. 
I’ll go and see her on the way back from La Borie. I’ll have to tell Béatrice that the 
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priest from Saint Laurent is looking after my appointment. The director is coming 
back . . .’ 
Martin finished his coffee and got up: ‘In fact I haven’t seen Baptistin in three 
days. I hear his truck start very early in the morning and he doesn’t come back till late 
in the evening. I’m really wondering what he must be doing all day?’ 
‘Oh, he’ll be out looking for water here and there.’ 
‘From dawn till dusk? That would surprise me, Alice. I’m going to look into 
it. I’m off now. I have to go and see the Mayor’s wife about the baptism of her 
grandson.’ 
 
[175] ‘Well, here’s Laurent come to see us’, said Benjamin delightedly. 
The boy arrived out of breath, drenched with sweat from having run non-stop. 
‘You shouldn’t tear around like that on these hot days, Laurent’, Portalès 
commented. 
Laurent remained still, hands behind his back. All the way there, he had thought 
about reproaching his uncle, telling him that it wasn’t good to worry his grandmother. 
And now he stood there awkwardly, wondering how Clovis was going to react when he 
saw the letter. 
The men were seated in the shade under the canopy of the oaks. Between their 
parted legs they had each set up a small anvil39 where they rested their blades with the 
handles removed. Using a heavy hammer, flattened on each side, each was sharpening 
the blade of his scythe to restore its cutting edge. Intrigued, they interrupted their work 
and were scrutinising Laurent. 
‘What’s the matter?’ asked Barbaste. ‘Have you swallowed your tongue?’ 
39 The author uses italicised local Occitan terms for the small anvil, l’aireta, and the activity of 
sharpening the scythe, piquaient la dahla, which lend colour to the scene depicted. He explains these 
terms in French in the body of the text rather than in footnotes. 
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Laurent was looking at his uncle, undecided what to say. Abruptly he produced 
the letter and gabbled in one breath, ‘Gran said to bring you this. A policeman delivered 
it this morning. You’ve been summoned before the judge!’ 
‘Shit!’ 
Barbaste jumped to his feet. Having read the missive that he had torn from 
Laurent’s hands, he groaned, ‘This time I’m done for. I don’t believe it!’ 
‘Did you think the police were going to leave you in peace?’ Benjamin 
thundered. 
‘If you’d gone to see them, perhaps you might have got it sorted out, but 
thanks to you behaving like an idiot . . .’ 
Barbaste objected, ‘That rotter Pialot, I thought he’d fix it up for me.’ 
‘Oh really? Knowing that he knocked back your hare?’ 
Barbaste lowered his head, his face darkened. Embarrassed, Joseph and Portalès 
[176] had picked up their blades and were wielding their hammers, deeply absorbed in 
their task. 
‘How’s your grandmother?’ asked Benjamin. 
Laurent waved his hand in distress, ‘Oh, she’s in a bad way Uncle.’ 
Benjamin turned to his brother and warned him in a manner that brooked no 
dissent, ‘Starting today you’re going to get yourself sorted. You’ll have your mail sent 
wherever you like, but never again to our mother’s, agreed?’ 
‘Oh, it wasn’t me who told the police to go to mother’s. He knows where I 
live!’ 
‘Be that as it may, that makes the second time that the cops have come to the 
house; I don’t want it to happen again! Nor to have to say it again.’ 
Laurent was distraught by the argument between his two uncles, conscious that 
Benjamin was giving Clovis a dressing-down and that the latter was extremely ill at 
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ease. Clovis, who normally got irritated and shouted about nothing, was manifestly on 
the defensive. He was grumbling but had nothing to say. Moreover, Benjamin wasn’t 
raising his voice. Laurent was intrigued, seeing him in a new light. Benjamin got up, his 
face anxious: ‘Laurent?’ 
‘Yes, Uncle?’ 
‘You’re to go back to the house and stay a while with your grandmother. Be 
nice to her, eh?’ 
Laurent did as he was told, proud of the responsibility that his uncle had entrusted 
to him, the latter adding for the benefit of Barbaste, ‘You really are a pain in the neck! 
With you around no one gets any peace.’ 
Barbaste objected, ‘But I’m the one who could end up in gaol!’ 
‘Gaol or not, I don’t want our mother to be driven round the bend on your 
account!’ 
Joseph was watching the two brothers. He changed the subject to put an end to the 
[177] quarrel: ‘Hey boys, we’ve got work to do if we’re going to do a few more rows!’ 
Already the men were putting the handles back on their scythes40. Barbaste had 
trouble fitting his. 
 
‘More pâté, Maman! They’ll never eat all that!’ 
‘Too bad,’ said Béatrice. ‘It’s better for there to be too much than not enough. 
To stand up to scything all day, you have to have a good feed under your belt, you 
know!’ 
She knotted the last serviette. 
‘It’ll be a bit heavy, my dear.’ 
‘Don’t worry . . . Maman?’ 
40 Occitan has a single word for the action of fitting the handle back on to the blade, mancher, which the 
author translates into French in his footnote. 
 147 
                                                 
‘Yes?’ 
‘Do you think that the priest has said anything yet?’ 
‘How would I know? Anyway, the Director’s still on leave.’ 
‘Oh him, he might not come back!’ 
‘My dearest, even bosses have holidays.’ 
With an involuntary movement, Béatrice smoothed down her apron. For several 
days, a nagging question had been tormenting her. She took her daughter by the 
shoulders and, looking her straight in the eye, asked, ‘Colette, if your father and I were 
to give you the choice, would you move to Paris?’ 
Colette’s face clouded and she put her arms around her mother. They stood there, 
each supporting the other, both beset by doubt. 
‘I don’t know, Maman. I find it hard to imagine and I can’t get my mind 
around the idea. I tell myself that Papa would never consent. I’d really like Pierre to stay 
here!’ 
‘You know as far as your father’s concerned, a lot will depend on me. But 
what about you?’ Beatrice insisted gently. 
[178] A tear slid down Colette’s cheek and dropped into her mother’s hair. 
‘Maman, I’m not sure of anything. It’s all so complicated,’ she said in a 
whisper. ‘I love him . . .’ 
‘Good, well let’s put our faith in the priest. We’ll see what he has to say,’ 
sighed Beatrice. She tapped her daughter’s shoulder and said with a feeble smile, ‘Off 
you go now.’ 
 
‘There you go, my Perlette, feast as much as you can. This grass is 
particularly good, don’t you think?’ It belongs to the Randons.’ 
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Perlette, who was grazing peacefully, lifted her head and bleated softly, twitching 
her little beard as if agreeing with her mistress. 
Elodie was delighted. After the disgrace of being caught by surprise in such an 
embarrassing situation by Barbaste, she had paced around her kitchen, so overwhelmed 
with rage that she was incapable of turning her hand to anything. Suddenly an idea had 
come to her. The Randons owned a meadow in the valley over near the big farmhouse: 
taking Perlette there to graze would assuage her anger a little. 
‘Don’t worry, there’s no risk that Benjamin or Barbaste will bother us today!’ 
Perlette stared at her mistress with a round, puzzled eye. 
‘Oh, what a creep!’ raged Elodie. ‘I should have tipped my chamber pot over 
his head. He wouldn’t be boasting about that now!’ 
The goat had stopped listening. Replete, she was gazing into the distance, across 
the valley. Elodie stroked her head: ‘Have you had enough, my little nanny goat? Come 
on, we’ll go for a stroll; the walk will do us both good and I need to think about how I 
can get even with Barbaste and Ficelle.’ 
The two friends set off home, one after the other, Elodie soliloquising and Perlette 
nodding her head. 
 
[179] The track crossed an open space and from where she was, Colette noticed the men 
at work. She was struck by the beauty of the scene, and put down her basket to sit down 
and admire it. In the large meadow which spread across the hill, Portalès, a peerless 
wielder of the scythe, set the rhythm. He was working out in front and the others, 
spaced two or three metres apart, formed a line and were timing their rhythm to his. 
From her vantage point, the young woman could hear the song of the blades perfectly, 
biting the fleshy grass. It delighted her to listen to this orchestra so well directed by the 
conductor. Portalès bent diligently over his scythe, his feet solidly planted, a flannel 
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sash around his waist and his sleeves rolled up. The large checked handkerchief that he 
had tucked under his beret to protect his neck from the burning sun gave him the air of a 
Berber chief. 
The men progressed along the slope, crab-wise, swaying in timeless unison, each 
at one with his implement. At each sweep of the scythe, an elegant, supple and circular 
movement, the left foot would advance and the right would automatically take its place. 
And the rows fell in a regular rhythm, one after the other. Colette admired their work: 
behind the reapers, it was as if someone had swept a razor blade. 
Suddenly Portalès stopped and with a sweeping movement, upended his scythe, at 
once imitated by the two others. The men tucked their scythes under their left arm and 
pulled out the stone from the goudjal, the wooden pouch they hung on the belt, where 
they would put water and straw to keep the stone damp. Then they made the steel sing 
with the toing and froing of the stone on the metal, a precise virtuoso performance. A 
few strokes forward, a few back would suffice. With the same movement of their 
thumbs, the reapers gently brushed the cutting edge, as a musician strokes the strings of 
his violin to tune it. Then, Portalès leant forward, stepped out with his left foot and the 
symphony resumed. 
[180] Colette closed her eyes and let herself be lulled by this melody. She filled her 
lungs with the musky scents wafting off the wild lavender, the wild thyme, and the 
clumps of juniper. There was an intangible softness in the air, which from time to time 
accentuated the little breaths of wind that were gently caressing her face, as if bringing 
her a favourable portent. Eventually she shook off her reverie and stood up. The men 




An Indiscreet Street-Vendor 
 
[181] Who could ever foretell the folly of men? 
Who could have believed that a village inhabited by good, honest, hard-working 
men and good Christians might suddenly be gripped by a frenzy as ferocious as it was 
uncontrollable? Certainly not the man everyone knew as Gisclet41, a professional street-
vendor, who had set up his stall in the square as he did every Saturday morning. 
Small, dark-haired and swarthy, with his bird-like head always topped with a beret 
carefully creased down the middle on top of his skull, and a large moustache framing 
his chin, Gisclet resembled an old Gallic chief. His twinkling eyes, almost hidden by 
incredibly bushy eyebrows, betrayed his nature. He was a crafty type. Without 
appearing pushy, he knew how to convince the indecisive of their pressing need to buy 
a talhòla, the flannel belt worn to protect the kidneys, or to convince a woman to buy 
wool in summer because it was less expensive than in winter. Nevertheless, he sold 
quality goods: work clothes for the men, black or grey dresses, with assorted aprons for 
the women, as well as some fabrics, curtains and all the little haberdashery items so 
necessary for housewives. 
Having set up his display, he climbed up into his van and gave a long blast on the 
horn to declare his presence to the residents: after that, he went to sit down on the bench 
to await the first clients. 
[182] Gisclet pulled a face when he saw Antonia approaching, a good woman of about 
sixty who had difficulty getting around due to her obesity. It wasn’t that her company 
was unpleasant, but her corpulent body gave off an intolerable smell. It must be said 
that in summer, as in winter, she donned several torn and extremely worn dresses 
41 The street trader’s nickname, Gisclet, refers to his small, weak, puny appearance, Gisclet being a highly 
regionally-specific word which can mean small and puny or it can be a term for a small trickle of water. 
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layered one over the other, so that each offset the holes in the other. When she judged 
the innermost dress was overly worn-out, she would come and see Gisclet and buy a 
new one from him that she would put on over the top of the others. As Antonia detested 
water, it was difficult to put up with the emanations that she gave off for long when she 
wanted to have a chat! One didn’t dare imagine what it must be like under the layers of 
old rags that the grime had stiffened and made shiny as oil cloth. Thus Gisclet wasn’t 
exactly jumping for joy at the idea of finding himself in close quarters with her! 
‘Well, Antonia, are you coming to update your wardrobe?’ 
Antonia examined the display: ‘What do you expect, Gisclet, your dresses aren’t 
worth much. Look at the one I’m wearing, it’s full of holes!’ 
‘Oh, it seems to me that it’s quite a while since I sold it to you!’ 
‘All the same, before the war, dresses lasted longer than they do today and 
that’s a fact! 
‘Ah! We have to do something to keep business going!’ 
‘Would you happen to have my size?’ 
‘Yes, yes; do you want the usual black dress? I’ll fix you up straight away,’ 
he said, in a hurry to get rid of his client. Antonia, for her part, was taking her time, 
endlessly rummaging, fingering and comparing. Gisclet grimaced, thinking that he 
would have to put up with the smell of his client longer than anticipated. He asked her 
curiously: ‘How’s Ficelle going after Tuesday’s excitement?’ 
Eyes suddenly alert, Antonia interrupted her searching and gazed at Gisclet 
intently: 
[183] ‘What are you talking about Gisclet? Was Ficelle involved in some 
excitement on Tuesday? Fancy! Indeed, now I think of it, he hasn’t been seen all week!’ 
Gisclet exclaimed incredulously, ‘What? No one’s told you the story?’ 
Antonia drew closer quietly and asked, ‘What story?’ 
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Gisclet regretted having spoken. He muttered casually, ‘Oh, never mind, it was 
nothing . . .’ 
He was surprised that Ficelle’s misadventure hadn’t yet reached the ears of the 
folk of Saint Bresson. However, he judged it better to keep quiet, so as not to risk losing 
a good client. Unfortunately, Antonia was having none of that; she leant forward 
dangerously across the display, threatening to tip over the trestle and insisted 
impatiently, ‘Gisclet, you’ve said too much. I want to know what Ficelle’s done!’ 
‘Oh, nothing much . . . Now this dress?’ 
Antonia wagged an admonishing finger at him and remarked in a honeyed tone, 
‘It must be pretty serious for you to be so secretive . . . Well, I’m going to stay until 
you’ve told me everything, that’s all there is to it!’ 
Gisclet observed the two curls of moustache clinging to the corners of Antonia’s 
lips, her chubby face, her expression, avid with curiosity, and felt caught in a trap 
created by his own idle chat. He would have trouble getting rid of this gossip! 
Discomfited by the mustiness emanating from the old woman’s skirts, he hesitated a 
little longer, then, hoping to get rid of her as quickly as possible, he explained, ‘On 
Thursdays, I do La Vernède on the Nîmes road. People were talking of nothing but the 
village spring. It dried up on Tuesday after Ficelle let off some explosives to try and 
increase the flow.’ 
[184] Antonia widened her eyes and asked incredulously, ‘So they don’t have any water 
over there?’ 
Gisclet narrowed his eyes: ‘Fortunately, yes, they do; but they had a helluva 
fright. They had to totally clear around the spring with the tools that Ficelle had left 
behind and dig it out. Little by little the water began to flow again. Still, it seemed to 
take forever!’ 
‘Ficelle left his tools?’ 
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Gisclet, carried away by his revelations, lowered his voice and said, ‘He cut and 
ran! He asked everyone to get back and take cover, making them think he was going to 
get some dynamite. Instead of that, he jumped into his truck and cleared off without so 
much as a by your leave!’ 




‘And they couldn’t catch him?’ 
‘He left too quickly! Besides, in La Vernède, no one has a car!’ 
A short silence fell. Antonia was thinking, digesting all this information. 
Abruptly, without a word, she turned on her heel heading for the top of the village, 
leaving a bemused Gisclet rooted to the spot. He saw her start off slowly, gradually pick 
up speed and eventually, once in motion, propel herself with the air of an enraged 
colossus, her elephantine buttocks beating an infernal rhythm. Never would he have 
believed that Antonia was capable of reaching such a turn of speed. 
‘What about your dress?’ he cried. 
Antonia was out of earshot. She was charging off, God knows where, as if she had 
the devil at her heels! 
‘What did you say to Antonia for her to leave in such a hurry?’ asked Agnès 
Portalès, who had just arrived. 
[185] Dumbfounded, Gisclet explained absent-mindedly, ‘I told her about Ficelle’s 
problems!’ 
‘Ficelle has problems?’ 
‘Well, the other day, at La Vernède,’ he began . . .’ 
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He didn’t have time to tell the whole story: the moment Agnès judged that she had 
learned enough she cleared off even faster than Antonia! 
‘I’ve got the curtains you ordered from me,’ cried Gisclet. 
‘In a minute, in a minute, I’m coming back,’ answered Agnès, waving her arms. 
Annoyed and worried by the turn of events, Gisclet regretted for once having been 
so talkative. Already he could hear Agnès announcing the news under Louise Randon’s 
windows who in turn would pass it on it further. Not to mention what Antonia must be 
saying. Everything was getting out of hand: a storm seemed to be brewing that would 
disrupt the peace of the village. He reflected bitterly that this wasn’t good for business! 
Ficelle also sensed the oncoming storm. Hidden behind the curtains of his kitchen, 
he had been observing the scene from the outset. This Saturday he had had the 
unfortunate idea of staying home instead of taking himself off for an outing! 
‘Elodie, Elodie!’ 
‘What’s up42, Antonia?’ asked the shepherdess in dialect, coming out of her 
house. 
Antonia, on the verge of apoplexy, her huge breasts swinging around on her chest, 
was supporting herself against the wall of the house, unable to utter a word. She was 
struggling to recover her breath after having run flat out all the way. Eventually she took 
a huge breath and burst out breathlessly, ‘What’s up is that at La Vernède, they didn’t 
have enough water, and Ficelle let off a couple of explosives, and after that there was no 
water flow at all and he cleared off leaving them in the shit.’ 
[186] ‘Who told you that?’43 
‘The garment man.’ 
42 Elodie uses the Occitan expression Dé qué li a which the author footnotes with a French translation. 
43 Elodie once again speaks in dialect, quau t’a dit aquò which the author footnotes in French, ‘qui t’a dit 
ça’, along with the response from Antonia, Lo pelharot, which the author translates as le chiffonnier, a 




                                                 
Exhausted, Antonia located a chair, collapsed onto it and didn’t budge. Without 
even a glance at her, Elodie took her cane and set off immediately for the village square. 
 
The news spread like wildfire. Gradually people came out of their houses, hailing 
their neighbours, asking what was going on and venturing various speculations, some 
more far-fetched than others. Then the entire village headed for the square to get the 
latest. For the one certainty in all this hubbub was that Ficelle had done something 
damned foolish while prospecting for water and that Gisclet, the local ‘gazette’, knew 
the truth. 
 
‘If you don’t move back, I won’t be saying a word!’ 
Gisclet was waving his arms. People were pushing and shoving to get closer to 
him. He was being wedged against his truck: he was being smothered. He glanced at his 
display and noticed with distress that in the crush, a trestle had been overturned; his 
shirts and trousers were being trampled underfoot. 
‘My goods!’ he yelled, outraged. A slight hesitation developed. As they had to let 
him breathe, people backed off slightly, while still walking on his things, which made 
him bitterly regret not having stowed them away earlier. Then, keen to get this crowd 
off his back and to leave this village to its madness, he recounted Ficelle’s 
misadventure. They pressed him to give all the details: the suit, the crowd, the priest 
ready to bless the water, the explosions and above all, above all, Ficelle’s frantic flight 
as the stones thrown by his pursuers rained down on him. Laughter burst out, little 
groups formed, people were commenting and getting extremely worked up. The tension 
mounted. 




‘Hey, Ficelle, they’re looking for you at La Vernède. The other day you left 
so quickly that they didn’t have the time to pay you,’ Barbaste called out. 
‘They’re waiting to have a pastis with you,’ added Portalès. ‘But take a little 
water with you; they’re a bit parched over there at the moment!’ 
Causse senior, positioned out front and facing the crowd, was mimicking Ficelle 
with his divining rod and pacing backwards and forwards, pretending to spit gobs of 
tobacco wad to the right and left. Everyone was helpless with riotous laughter. Elodie, 
however, was not amused. A little in front of the crowd, she was exploding, furiously 
voicing all her hatred: ‘Did you get scared, Ficelle? You had the wind up over there, 
you yellow belly!’ 
An ally on this occasion, Barbaste encouraged her, ‘He’s a chicken, Elodie!’ 
‘You pooped your pants, Ficelle. If one day the La Vernède crowd catch you, 
they’ll make you dance the tango they will, but it won’t be the same music as with me!’ 
The Mayor, seeing the situation was degenerating, came in his turn to position 
himself beneath Ficelle’s window, hoping to restore calm. 
‘Friends, friends, that’s enough!’ he cried in vain. A frenzy was taking hold of the 
crowd, no one was listening! It was at that moment that by pure coincidence, Pierre and 
the priest arrived together. Pierre, who didn’t work on Saturday afternoons, was 
returning from the mine. He got rid of his bike as quickly as possible, rapidly took in the 
scene and grasped the situation straight away. In a flash he was at the house and stood 
dumbfounded on the step. His father, seated rigid at the table, his eyes fixed on the 
window, was holding his gun across his knees. A dribble of yellowish tobacco juice was 
running down his chin. Overwhelmed, Pierre could only say, ‘Papa, Papa!’ 
[188] Silently Ficelle turned his head towards his son. 
‘Papa, give me the gun, please,’ implored Pierre. 
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Ficelle seemed not to have heard, as if he was concentrating all his attention on 
the voices coming from outside. 
‘Papa, give me the gun,’ Pierre insisted. 
Ficelle muttered in a voice that his son didn’t recognize, ‘If this doesn’t stop soon, 
I’ll open the window and I’ll fire two shots into the air. After that, we’ll see. Leave me 
be, get out of here.’ 
Pierre was terrified. He wondered if the shrieking crowd, the sleepless nights and 
the remorse which had been afflicting his father for several days hadn’t driven him 
round the bend. Panicking, he ran out, looked around for the priest, rushed up to him 
and explained what was going on. 
‘Goddamned fool,’ swore the priest, who was trying in vain to help the 
Mayor to bring a stop to the commotion. 
The situation had gone beyond their control. The townsfolk, urged on by Elodie 
and Barbaste, were gripped by a sort of collective madness. The priest said to Pierre, 
‘I’ve just got back here from Le Vigan. If I’d been here . . . What can we do now? 
They’re hysterical. Martin!’ he shouted to the Mayor, who turned around, ‘Pierre’s told 
me that Baptistin is holding his gun!’ 
‘Shit!’ said the Mayor. ‘We’ll have to do something.’ 
He paused then took the two men aside. He took his lighter out of his pocket and 
grabbed Pierre’s arm, ‘In front of Elodie’s house, below the track, there’s a big bramble 
bush. You know the one?’ 
‘Yes.’ 
‘Good. Run quickly over to the Courniers’ shed, you’ll find some good dry 
firewood in it. Take a bit, go into the field and hurry and set fire to the brambles. Father, 
you go and ring the bell! We’re going to quieten these loonies down.’ 
‘Do you think . . .’ said Pierre, a bit taken aback. 
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‘We don’t have any choice. On your way!’ 
[189] Hesitating, Pierre insisted, ‘There’s a risk that her walnut tree could catch fire!’ 
The priest looked at the shouting crowd and shook his head, seeing Gisclet 
gathering up his chattels. There being no time to lose, his decision taken, he said firmly, 
‘That’s enough of that now! The fire can’t go too far, get going!’ 
Pierre turned on his heels and dashed off. 
 
‘Fire!’ yelled the priest, coming out of the church. 
At the first peal of the bell, total silence fell, hilarity giving way abruptly to fear. 
Everyone turned towards the church. From the top of the steps, the priest, looking 
anxious and solemn, yelled, ‘There’s a fire!’ 
‘Where, WHERE?’ 
‘Can’t you see it? 
‘NO!’ 
‘At Elodie’s place! Look!’ he said, pointing. 
All heads turned where he was pointing and indeed, the first plumes of smoke 
were already appearing above the roofs. 
Incredible chaos ensued. In a moment the square was deserted. In the midst of the 
shouting and yelling, each of them ran home to get buckets, a broom, a fork, anything 
which would serve to fight a fire, the most feared of calamities. Brandishing her cane, 
Elodie hurried towards her house crying, ‘Help, hurry, hurry!’ 
This scene of chaos delighted the Mayor, who for once, hung back. He followed 
the crowd at a leisurely pace, satisfied with his initiative. 
‘You take care, mind!’ the priest called out to him. 
Martin turned round and smiled: ‘Don’t worry. Count on me. I’ll keep them down 
[190] there for quite a while!’ 
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  ‘Did the fire catch easily?’ 
Breathless, Pierre had just caught up with the priest, having made a wide detour in 
order to avoid the crowd: ‘Oh yes! All I had to do was to set alight a couple of tufts of 
dry grass and the bit of firewood caught straight away!’ 
‘It didn’t burn too much?’ 
‘I don’t know. I used a big stick to spread the branches around and get it 
going and I left quickly. Can you imagine if someone had seen me! I hope that the 
walnut doesn’t catch fire or else the houses . . .’ 
The priest waved aside this possibility and reassured Pierre: ‘What’s the chance of 
that? I’m sure they’ve already put it all out and it will have given Elodie a good fright, 
which serves her right! Come on, we’ll go and see your father.’ 
 
Ficelle hadn’t moved. Jaws clenched, a vacant expression and the gun still resting 
on his knees, his motionlessness was frightening to behold. The priest quickly went up 
to him and took the gun. Ficelle didn’t budge. 
‘It’s not loaded,’ he said in a weary voice. 
The priest checked and gave the gun to Pierre: ‘Put that in the rack and get out the 
bottle of brandy and three glasses.’ He took a chair and sat down beside Ficelle. 
‘Well now, you great goat! Didn’t we see enough slaughter at Verdun?’ 
Ficelle lowered his head and mumbled, ‘I couldn’t take any more! That yelling, 
those insults, the laughter!’ 
‘I understand my old friend. Still, you get yourself in such a state!’ 
[191] ‘I was just wanting to open the window and show them the gun to scare 
them . . .’ 
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‘I believe you. Only, when you have a gun in your hands . . . Well, let’s not 
say any more about it. Here, take this,’ he said, passing him a glass that Pierre had just 
poured. ‘Let’s toast the health of the old soldiers.’ 
The men drank in silence. Pierre said nothing, relieved and delighted to see the 
tension easing. Staring into space, the priest said reflectively, ‘I don’t know why but I’m 
thinking back to that battery of 77mm guns at Douaumont, that was waiting to fire on us 
as soon as we attacked! You remember that?’ 
Ficelle nodded his head grimacing: ‘You think I’d forget that! Still there were 
fewer casualties then, than when we copped the 150mm shells smacking us in the face. 
We were lucky to come back from there alive!’ 
‘Luck, Baptistin? Or divine providence.’ 
The two men, drawn together by these shared memories, fell silent for a moment 
and then the priest asked, ‘And the General Offensive order given on the fifth of 
September, do you remember that?’ 
‘Those are things you don’t forget: “The time for retreat has ended. Every 
effort must be made to drive back the enemy. A soldier who can no longer advance 
must guard the territory already held, no matter what the cost. He must be killed in his 
tracks rather than draw back . . . Joffre”’, recited Ficelle. 
‘Ah yes; my poor Baptistin, we were cannon fodder in those days. Pierre, top 
up our glasses; let’s drink to the memory of those who didn’t come back.’ 
Ficelle was unwinding. The priest even saw him furtively wipe away a tear. He 
took advantage of the moment and declared, ‘You know, in return for a small favour, I 
was given a nice plump hen! Alice and I were putting off killing it. One chicken is  
[192] a lot for two people. We’ll eat it together this evening. Come around seven  and 
then we’ll have time to chat.’ 
‘I wouldn’t want to . . .’ Ficelle demurred. 
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‘Yes, yes, I’m going to let Alice know right now,’ he said, getting up. ‘We’ll 
relive old times, Baptistin, it’ll make us feel young again!’ 
Ficelle, secretly delighted, acquiesced: ‘Good, I have two special bottles of wine 
in the cellar. I’ll bring them.’ 
‘That’s settled then! Right, I’ll be off. See you tonight.’ 
As he got to the door, the priest turned abruptly, as if he had forgotten something: 
‘Baptistin, you mustn’t stay shut up in here all day stewing on things; it’s not worth it. 
Anyway, I’m counting on your being at Mass tomorrow.’ 
‘I’ll be there, Father. Count on me.’ 
‘Well then, see you shortly,’ the priest concluded on his way out. 
If the truth be told, he wanted to make sure that the fire was well and truly 







[193] ‘At that time Jesus said to his disciples “I am the good shepherd; the good 
shepherd gives his life for his flock.”’ Up in the pulpit the priest paused. For once, the 
service was proceeding in a most reverent atmosphere. Not a word from the upstairs 
gallery where Ficelle and Pierre were standing, backs straight, eyes straight ahead. Not a 
false note either in the choir or in the nave. It would be easy to think that only saints 
were present at the service! Everyone had joined vigorously in the hymns and recited 
the prayers with one voice. While he wasn’t fooled, this unusual religious fervour 
gratified the priest; should he be admonishing his flock or showing indulgence? He 
resumed in a gentle voice: ‘But those who are not good shepherds, or those who care 
only for themselves, lead their sheep to graze on uncultivated land frequented by 
wolves. Then the wolf attacks the sheep and disperses the herd which he pursues into 
the abyss of sin, of intolerance, of mockery and a lack of neighbourly love.’ 
The priest broke off and surveyed the congregation with a satisfied expression. He 
knew that for once he was being listened to attentively and that heads were bowing: 
‘I am the good shepherd, I know my flock and my sheep know me, as my 
Father knows me, and as I know my father . . . ,’ he intoned. 
The priest looked for Barbaste and could barely discern him given how he was 
cringing behind Benjamin and Portalès. As for Elodie and Antonia, their reverent 
attitude expressed their total humility. 
[194] Silence reigned throughout the church. 
‘Lord deal with me not according to the magnitude of my transgressions, but 
according to the greatness of Your mercy . . . Let us pray . . . I confess to almighty God, 
and to you also, my brethren . . .’ 
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With one accord, the assembly took up the prayer fervently, following which the 
priest concluded, ‘I will take confession on Friday from nine until eleven for those who 
have a troubled soul and those who have misbehaved . . . Amen.’ 
 
The Sunday sermon following on Saturday’s collective lunacy made an impact on 
a few consciences, and for a few days, absolute peace reigned in the village. Even the 
bench in the square remained deserted. At lunchtime, the men went straight home and 
those who crossed paths in the village curtailed their conversations. 
Ficelle remained invisible. To pass the time he cleared his few small terraces at 
L’Olivette that he was certainly never going to cultivate. Barbaste, absorbed in covert 
and rather disreputable activities, or anxious about his summons to appear before the 
judge, disappeared for several days. Elodie confined her confidences to Perlette. 
Antonia made herself scarce. The village slumbered in its daily humdrum. However, 
this apparent tranquillity was concealing quite a few fears or secret anxieties. Although 
racked with regret, Ficelle was now brooding on ways to avenge himself. Antonia and 
Elodie were awaiting the arrival of Friday even more apprehensively, fearing in advance 
the moral lecture that the priest would no doubt be giving them. 
Pierre and Colette were champing at the bit in the hope of good news from the 
priest. The latter was unobtrusively observing all and sundry, taking discreet 
precautions to ensure that no incident intervened to disturb the ambient calm. He was 
worried about the forthcoming annual celebratory dinner for the war veterans scheduled 
for the following Saturday at Le Vigan. 
[195] He had a difficult, if not impossible, problem to solve: how to reconcile Ficelle 
and Barbaste and Ficelle and Arnaud in so short a time, all three being veterans, and to 
persuade Ficelle to give his enemies a lift in his truck. The possibility that the Saint 
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Bresson branch of the war veterans might be absent from the banquet would, in his 
view, be a disaster for the village’s image. 
Ultimately everyone, distressed by this unfortunate affair, which had shattered 
their day-to-day harmony, was hoping ardently that good will and good humour would 
return as soon as possible. Even the children, detecting the malaise, were being careful 
to organize their games away from the village. Everyone was hoping for an initiative 
from the priest, an expert in reconciliation and brotherhood. 
 
Arnal examined Barbaste. The poacher had made an effort with his appearance. 
His blue work trousers and his shirt were clean and freshly ironed. His beret looked 
new! However, he had not done a good job of shaving his moustache and his gloomy 
expression and abrupt gestures said everything about the state of agitation he was in. 
‘Have you had a bite to eat?’ 
Barbaste shook his head: ‘I couldn’t swallow a thing; God knows, nothing would 
go down.’ 
‘You should have forced yourself; everyone feels better on a full stomach.’ 
Arnal looked at his watch: one o’clock. He grabbed his motor scooter which was 
leaning on the wall and said, ‘Let’s get going. It’d be better to leave early, that’ll give us 
time to have a quiet drink. You need it!’ He straddled his machine and kicked the 
starter: ‘Jump on!’ 
Barbaste grimaced as he settled himself on the pillion. He wondered fretfully if 
his friend would be bringing him back to the village that evening. 
 
[196] ‘God Almighty, what the hell’s he doing? He’s forgotten me!’ 
‘Calm down, Barbaste. You’ve been summonsed; your turn will come. You 
can see there’s at least seven or eight of you!’ 
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‘This judge seems like a swine to me. I’ll be sleeping in prison tonight, you’ll 
see!’ said Barbaste in a strangled voice. 
Arnal turned to Barbaste and looked at his clenched features: the sweat was 
running down his temples and he had a continuous tic in his lazy eye. Tight-lipped, with 
his hair all tousled, he was shifting about restlessly, completely distraught! Arnal 
reflected that his friend’s behaviour was more like that of a hunted animal than the 
proud hunter he knew. Today Barbaste was the prey! He sought to reassure him: ‘Don’t 
be so pessimistic.’ 
‘Well, it’s obvious that you’re not the one in the firing line!’ 
They were sitting at the back of the room where they had had trouble finding 
seats. As always, the meeting of the district Court was a full house. The judge, a square-
faced man, with short-cropped pepper-and-salt hair and a severe expression, had already 
dealt with several cases: a man who had caused a drunken affray; a farmer who had 
destroyed his neighbour’s fence because of a complicated saga about a right-of-way, 
and finally a violent husband who regularly beat his wife. 
Barbaste was appalled to see the audience doubling up with laughter at the 
embarrassed explanations of the accused, despite the severe remonstrations of the judge 
who was seeking to restore order. Moreover, Dubois, seated in the front row, turned 
round from time to time and the stare that the Gamekeeper directed at him on these 
occasions increased his discomfort. 
‘Monsieur Randon, Clovis . . .’ 
Barbaste looked dazed as he approached the bar in a hesitant manner. 
He had the vague impression that someone other than himself was walking  
[197] forward in his place and the scoffing calls that the mention of his Christian name 
had provoked had thrown him into a panic. 
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Cool and detached, the judge began his cross-examination: ‘Your address, 
Monsieur Randon?’ 
‘I live with Monsieur and Madame Villaret, Ponteil Farm, at Saint Bresson, 
Your Honour.’ 
‘According to the police, you’re seldom there! Occupation?’ 
‘Er . . . wood-cutter . . . I make stakes for vines.’ 
‘Oh really? Do you make a lot of them?’ 
‘Well, that depends on the orders . . . When I have the time . . .’ 
A voice called out, ‘Lazy Bones!’ 
The judge brandished his gavel frenetically. Barbaste turned round; he was totally 
disoriented. 
‘And when you don’t have the time, you go poaching?’ 
‘I . . . No, Your Honour! I help my family on their little property.’ 
‘I’m having trouble believing you, actually.’ 
The judge casually consulted some papers: ‘The police have passed me your file 
which lists several offences: no lights or numberplate on your bike, hunting during the 
closed season, digging up truffles on other people’s property, etc., etc. You’re a 
professional poacher, Randon!’ 
‘Excuse me, Your Honour? 
‘You live on the edge of the law!’ 
‘Er, I do my job as best I can. I’m not harming anyone.’ 
‘Except when you go and gather someone else’s harvest!’ said the judge, 
grim-faced. 
‘Thief,’ said the same voice. 
The judge glared at the creator of the disturbance and shouted, ‘Be quiet. The next 
time I’ll have you removed.’ 
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Then he turned to Barbaste: 
[198] ‘Are you aware, Monsieur Randon, that you are accused of assault and battery 
against a government official during the exercise of his duty?’ 
Barbaste could feel Dubois’ stare boring into his back. He objected, ‘Oh no! Your 
Honour . . . It wasn’t me . . . No witness has testified!’ 
Dubois stood up: ‘It was him! I was tailing him.’ 
‘Sit down, Monsieur Dubois. I’m the one conducting the cross-examination!’ 
The judge looked Barbaste straight in the eye, ‘The police sent you a summons. If 
you had a clear conscience, why didn’t you go to the police station to explain yourself?’ 
‘Err’ 
‘I’m waiting.’ 
‘Er, well . . .’ 
There was sniggering in the gallery. Barbaste, on the rack, felt that the deeper he 
dug himself in, the more people were laughing at him. He mumbled vaguely, in a faint 
voice that couldn’t be heard over the sarcastic remarks of the crowd, ‘I didn’t have the 
time . . . I was going to come . . .’ 
‘Clearly, you’re a very busy man. You had a lot of orders to fulfil?’ 
‘No, I was behind . . . with the stakes . . .’ 
‘The stakes! Another thing: do you admit to having delivered several kilos of 
crayfish on three occasions, at the beginning of July, to the Restaurant du Commerce 
and the Restaurant du Cheval Blanc?’ 
‘Me?’ 
‘Yes, you! Alerted by Monsieur Dubois, the police carried out an inspection 
at these establishments. There were crayfish on the menu and they weren’t farmed ones. 
That is strictly prohibited.’ 
[199] ‘I . . . I don’t understand.’ 
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‘Fine, I’ll explain it to you. The restaurateurs elected to have their fine 
reduced by providing the name of their suppliers. You and a certain Finiels.’ 
‘Oh, well, Your Honour . . . just a little . . . perhaps,’ Barbaste stammered, red 
as a beetroot, while the audience burst out laughing. 
‘You’re annoying me, Randon. You sold several kilos of them!’ 
‘Oh? I didn’t think it was as much as that. It was just to help out.’ 
The judge leant forward and said, ‘You know, I’ve a good mind to send you to 
prison.’ 
Barbaste raised his arms in front of him as if to shield himself while the audience 
fell silent. He faltered, ‘It’s, it’s . . . not possible! Your Honour, I beg you!’ 
‘Oh indeed, it is possible! You’re an unrepentant serial offender and your 
lame fabrications are tiresome.’ 
The judge turned to his clerk and consulted for a few moments with him, before 
announcing in a firm tone, ‘I sentence you to one month in prison . . .’ 
He paused, making a show of looking for a paper on his desk while Barbaste 
stared at him incredulously, collapsing on the rail to which he was clinging for dear life. 
‘ . . . suspended, and a fine of 10,000 francs44. You’ve got off lightly, Randon. 
For this once . . . I’ve no doubt I’ll see you again and then . . .’ 
With a final bang of his gavel, the judge concluded, ‘You may stand down.’ 
Barbaste hesitated. His mind in a whirl, he no longer had any idea what was going 
on and didn’t know if he was really free to leave. He had more or less grasped that he 
wouldn’t be spending that night in prison. The judge dismissed him, 
[200] ‘On your way, Randon. Otherwise, I might change my mind about the 
suspended sentence. Next case . . .’ 




                                                 
Barbaste took his beret in both hands and, as if in a dream, heard himself 
repeating, ‘Thank you, Your Honour, thank you very much!’ 
 
‘This time I really thought I was done for, Arnal. I can tell you I really had 
the wind up. A month in prison!’ 
‘It’s in your interests to keep out of trouble for a good while Barbaste. 
Because now, if you get nabbed breaking the law, you won’t get off!’ 
‘How can you tell me to keep out of trouble with the fine I’ve been hit with! I 
hope they’ll give me time to pay and that the next truffle season will be a good one.’ 
The two men were settled in with their drinks on the terrace of the Café du Siècle 
while Barbaste pulled himself back together. 
‘You realize? The Café du Commerce and the Cheval Blanc dobbed me in!’ 
‘Certainly, they had their own fine reduced and they know that if you want to 
sell, you’ll have to deal with them. Why would you expect them to give a damn?’ 
‘The bastards! I supply them with truffles and game and that’s the thanks I 
get!’ 
Barbaste ordered another round and went on indignantly, ‘I can’t get over it. 
People come to the court to have a laugh and to take the piss out of people! I felt like I 
was in a circus!’ 
Arnal shrugged his shoulders and responded philosophically, ‘It’s well known, 
one man’s bad luck . . .’ 
‘Still . . . The judge is addressing you, everyone’s laughing, you don’t know 
what to say and it seems to go on forever . . . I certainly hope I never go back.’ 
[201] ‘Well, watch out for Dubois and the cops . . . 
Barbaste didn’t answer. Staring vacantly into space, he said, after a long silence, 
‘I’m going to tell you something. One day, I was passing by the Cerles’ farm when I 
170 
 
heard a whining sound. I go over and what do I see? A poor mangy bitch, covered in 
scabs and terrifyingly thin. She had wounded herself badly from pulling on the rope tied 
around her neck. That dog, Arnal, that dog was living on a pile of turds and she looked 
at me with pleading eyes.’ 
Seized with emotion, the poacher cleared his throat. When he resumed speaking, 
Arnal was astonished to notice that the voice of his friend was trembling: ‘I know this 
creature well. It’s me who sold her to that bastard Vacquier. An excellent truffle dog! 
What a brute, what a stupid fool! After the season he dumps her like that! Ah, if I’d 
known that I was entrusting her to such a sadist!’ 
‘What did you do?’ 
‘I wanted to go back to Vacquier and punch him in the face, but that wouldn’t 
have helped the creature’s situation. Still, to see her in such a state made me sick and I 
was so overcome that I left straight away. I couldn’t bear to look at her. You’re not 
going to believe me Arnal . . . I’d scarcely gone any distance, and I cried like a child. 
Ah yes, the look she gave me totally cut me up! Does that surprise you? So I went back 
and cut the rope with my knife. I’d have liked to keep the dog and care for her; but she 
had lost faith in humans. The moment she was freed she ran away. At least I had set her 
free . . . perhaps she ended up by finding a good master, poor Mirka!’ 
‘I get the impression that you have more feeling for animals than for people, 
Barbaste! Why are you telling me this story now?’ 
‘Because I was thinking of this when the judge said, “I sentence you to a 
month in prison . . .” I could picture myself in the same state as Mirka after a few weeks 
in a cell! Only in my case, no one would have come to cut my rope and I’d have carked 
it without anyone caring!’ 
[202] ‘What are you going on about? What about me? Aren’t I your friend? Get on 
with you. It’s no more than a bad memory, don’t dwell on it.’ 
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Barbaste got up, sombre-faced, ‘It’s true that you’re my friend. My mother would 
have been upset too if something had happened to me . . . but apart from you, there 
wouldn’t be too many prayers for me, y’know?’ 
‘Get on with you! You’re in a very black mood. Consider yourself lucky to be 
getting off so lightly!’ 
In silence the two men went down to the place where they had left the scooter. As 
he started the motor, Arnal turned to Barbaste and said solemnly, ‘You surprise me, 
Barbaste. I see you about; always irritable, big talker and ready to make a fuss about 
nothing. I didn’t think you were capable of feeling pity to the point of weeping, even for 
a dog. It pleased me to hear you talk like that.’ Barbaste shrugged: ‘That poor animal, 
Arnal! And her eyes . . . there you go, I’m ready to cry again!’ 
‘It’s just that, in the end, I’m wondering . . . How can I say . . . I’m wondering 
if a man isn’t more praiseworthy and likeable when he shows his frailty rather than his 
strength. It proves that we all have our weaknesses and that beneath the thickest hide, 
there’s still some good. For that matter, even brambles bear fruit. I’m pleased to have 
you as a friend, Barbaste!’ 
Taken aback, Barbaste looked at his friend uncomprehendingly: ‘What you’re 
saying is pretty deep, Arnal! This damned life . . . Let’s go home. I need to go and 




The Water Diviner’s Stubborn Determination 
 
[203] ‘Hello, Papa. What are you doing?’ 
His father was sitting at the table, consulting some large tomes, which were 
obviously very old, with blackened and dog-eared covers. He was mumbling to himself 
distractedly: ‘Um, I’m looking for something.’ 
Pierre kissed him on both cheeks, intrigued to see him turning the pages so 
carefully and scrutinizing their contents so attentively. Normally his father’s reading 
was confined to the Saint-Etienne factory catalogue45! 
‘What are you reading?’ 
‘I’m looking up the registers.’ 
Pierre leaned over his father’s shoulder. The leaves, some looser than others, were 
yellowing and the ink had faded. The complex information figuring on the pages 
showed that the books concerned blocks of land and properties. 
‘I can’t understand anything written there!’ 
‘They’re the old survey maps.’ 
‘And what are you doing with those?’ 
‘I’m looking for something!’ 
‘What?’ 
‘I’ll tell you if I find it. Don’t you have anything else to do but hang around 
here getting under my feet?’ 
Pierre ignored the remark: ‘Tell me, do these documents come from the council?’ 
‘Well, of course’ 
45 The Saint-Etienne catalogue is a reference to the iconic brand of a manufacturing institution based in 
the industrial town of Saint-Etienne. It was the first French enterprise to sell by mail order and produced a 
vast catalogue, chiefly comprising hunting equipment but also featuring household goods. 
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[204] ‘Are you allowed to have them here?’ 
‘Strictly speaking, no.’ 
‘So how did you manage to get hold of them?’ 
Exasperated, Ficelle turned to his son: ‘I got someone to lend them to me who 
I’ve done a lot of favours for with my truck. I didn’t steal them! Let me do my work in 
peace. I have to think.’ 
Annoyed by this outburst, Pierre went off wondering what his father was plotting 
this time. ‘As long as he’s not dreaming up another of his little schemes,’ he thought to 
himself. 
 
Ficelle sat up in bed and listened: in the next bedroom, Pierre was fast asleep. He 
glanced at the fluorescent hands of the alarm clock: half past midnight, the ideal time to 
leave. 
He got dressed quickly, having taken care, when he went to bed, to get his things 
ready so that he could find them easily in the total darkness. Stealthily, he headed for 
the kitchen, grabbed his rucksack and the torch that hung next to the door and went out 
without making the slightest sound. 
Once outside, he paused then decided to go via the footpath which continued from 
the end of the street, so as to run the least risk of setting a dog off barking. It was a 
moonlit night and he knew the way so well that he didn’t need to use his torch at all. By 
the time he had gone three or four hundred metres, he was walking on the grass of Les 
Mourets, two small abandoned terraces overlooking the road to La Borie46, a stone’s 
throw from Elodie’s house. 
Ficelle put his rucksack down at the foot of an enormous chestnut tree, which had 
grown there apparently by chance, and closely studied the terrain. His examination 
46 These place names have Occitan roots. La Moure is one of the Occitan words for a farm, as is La Boria. 
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completed, he leant forward, took his divining wand and concentrated for a long time 
before beginning to move slowly around taking tiny steps across and lengthwise,  
[205] attentive to the slightest tremor in his instrument. 
He paced carefully up and down the two terraces. Eventually he detected that 
along a line that passed close to the tree, his diving rod vibrated . . . He walked along 
this line several times, jumping from one terrace to the other; the rod barely moved, but 
there wasn’t a shadow of doubt: water was flowing under his feet. It wasn’t a large 
stream, but what did it matter? He stopped, pulled out a wad of tobacco and 
contemplated the surrounding area at length. After deep reflection, he took his round 
fob watch and stretched out his arm. The watch turned slightly. He tried again: the 
indications he was getting from the movement of the pendulum were not very clear. ‘As 
usual,’ he murmured. ‘I’m on the rock, it’ll need blasting.’ He put away his equipment 
and went back home to bed as silently as he’d gone out. His face, lit by the moon, wore 
an expression of great satisfaction. 
‘Bonjour, Pierre, I’ve got your breakfast ready.’ 
‘Thanks, Papa.’ 
In spite of having stayed up all night, Ficelle went back and forth, with a smile on 
his lips and a cheerful expression. Pierre was amazed, ‘My goodness: it’s a long time 
since I’ve seen you so happy. Last night you were telling me off.’ 
‘No! I was doing some research. I didn’t want to be distracted and you kept 
on asking me questions!’ 
‘Judging by your happy expression, you’ve found what you were looking for! 
Are you going to tell me?’ 
‘Sit down. I’ll show you something while you drink your coffee, I don’t want 
to hold you up.’ 
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Ficelle took one of the pages that he had been looking at the previous night and 
unfolded it with a great deal of care. He looked for the right area, put his finger on the 
precise point and explained, ‘This is an old survey map from 1870-1880. What do you 
read there?’ 
[206] Intrigued, Pierre followed the finger which advanced slowly while he read: 
‘Section B, plan number 448: section B067, Les Mourets, comprising two hundred ares 
and sixteen centiares47; special cultivation: garden, revenue 9 francs and 67 centimes. 
‘What do you think that means?’ 
‘I wouldn’t have a clue! Perhaps it relates to a block not far from Elodie’s 
place?’ 
‘Yes, its two small long-abandoned terraces.’ 
‘They’re not abandoned, the owner’s name is shown on the top of the page. 
It’s Passet!’ 
Ficelle waved away the objection: ‘There’s no family of that name here. These 
people had no descendants. But, at that time, these terraces were designated as gardens! 
The books don’t lie, they even tell us the revenue: 9 francs 67 centimes.’ 
‘What do you conclude from that?’ 
‘I’m concluding that if people were planting lettuce and tomatoes there 
around 1870, they had to be watered. If they could water them, there had to be water. If 
water was running there eighty years ago, it’s still running there now! Furthermore,’ he 
added, rubbing his hands, ‘I went and checked last night!’ 
‘Last night!’ 
‘Yes. During the day I can’t, especially with Elodie next door.’ 
‘Father, you’re not going to do anything, surely.’ 
47 This equates to 216 square metres in modern land measurements. 
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‘What! Now that I know the land doesn’t belong to anyone and I’m certain to 
find water there, you want me to sit around and do nothing? I’ll be starting the project 
straight away. They made fun of me. I’m going to show them what Ficelle is capable 
of!’ 
‘Oh no, Papa!’ said Pierre, alarmed. ‘After all that’s just happened, you 
should keep your head down for a while!’ 
[207] ‘Keep my head down, my boy! When I can have my revenge! I’ll tell you 
what will happen. They’ll all think I’ve gone mad, that I’m digging for nothing. I’ll let 
them say it, but when I’ve found water, I’ll plant tomatoes that I’ll train high up on their 
stakes, so that they’ll be visible from way off. Then I’ll sit and I’ll watch people going 
past and I’ll be calling out to them: “Oh! You want tomatoes for a salad? Look how 
beautiful they are!”’ 
Pierre shook his head. He was very put out by his father’s new fantasy: ‘I’m sure 
the priest won’t be happy!’ 
‘I don’t care. We fought in the war together, I’ll work it out with him.’ 
‘But Papa, where you’re talking about is all rock, nothing grows there except 
brambles and couch.’ 
‘And an enormous chestnut tree!’ 
‘That doesn’t prove anything. What’s more, there could have been a mistake 
on the register.’ 
Ficelle burst out laughing and tapped the register: ‘A mistake? I can’t believe that 
the then owners paid rates for nothing!’ 
‘If there was water there, this block wouldn’t have been abandoned! So close 
to the village.’ 
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‘It belonged to people who had no heirs since there’s no one called Passet 
round here now. Because it wasn’t worked, it became overgrown and the water went 
back to flowing underground. That’s all there is to it!’ 
‘You really worry me, Papa.’ 
Ficelle interrupted him, ‘Son, I have work to do and you’re going to be late. Don’t 
worry, your father knows what he’s doing!’ 
Very anxious, Pierre got up to leave. He reflected that yet again, his father’s crazy 
ways were going to disturb the peace in the village when it had only just been restored. 
At the door, he turned around, went back to the table grave-faced and said emphatically, 
[208] ‘I’m sorry, your project really perturbs me. At least wait till autumn to give things 
time to settle down a bit.’ 
Ficelle frowned: ‘I’m telling you I’m starting this morning.’ 
‘I really don’t understand why you’re being so pig-headed!’ 
Silence fell for a moment, then Ficelle spoke calmly: ‘Son, you’re an intelligent 
lad, you’ve had an education, but you still don’t know anything about life. Would you 
like me to explain why I have to get stuck into this straight away?’ 
Resigned, Pierre spread his arms: ‘Indeed I would!’ 
‘With the two severe setbacks that have befallen me, you need to understand 
that I am sad and miserable. Pierre, to be happy, you have to like yourself and I don’t 
like myself much at the moment. I’m full of remorse. I’m upset with myself. When I 
come across people, I hear them mocking me the moment I turn my back. Well, now it 
happens that an unexpected opportunity has turned up to do something that’ll let me get 
back my self-respect: to find water in a place where no one thinks there could be any! 
And you want me to wait till autumn!’ 
Pierre gave up: ‘Fine, since you’re not going to change your mind . . . All the 
same, this is going to cause trouble, I’m sure of it!’ 
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Nothing could dent Ficelle’s optimism when he got up, all smiles, and announced, 
‘Life is short, my boy. You have to live without worrying about others and sometimes 
you have to know when to take risks. Well, I’m off now, because you really are late!’ 
A moment later he went out whistling, his trusty carry-bag around his neck. 
Perplexed and anxious, Pierre reflected wistfully that there wasn’t anything or anyone 
who could stop Ficelle from going back to his divining! He only wished it was 
otherwise. 
 
[209] Thanks to Elodie, who had been alerted by Ficelle’s activity, the news spread at 
lightning speed. In the blink of an eye, it was transmitted from one passer-by to another, 
spread from kitchen to kitchen, reached the children’s playground and even crossed the 
hills reaching the most remote garden plots. The men stopped work on the spot and 
congregated, the women left their stoves and called out to each other from one door to 
the next, the children interrupted their game. The news was causing comment 
everywhere. Was it a hoax? A provocation? A trick? Why was Ficelle, armed with all 
the gear he needed for divining, digging a hole at Les Mourets? What purpose could he 
have, if not to look for water there? 
Yet in living memory no one had ever seen a drop of water flowing in this 
locality. People were asking themselves in all seriousness if Ficelle, upset by his recent 
misadventures wasn’t losing his mind. 
Once informed, the priest went bright red with anger and set off immediately to 
remonstrate severely with his incorrigible parishioner. He started yelling from some 
way off and arrived at the work site breathless: ‘Baptistin, what are you doing?’ 
Ficelle wiped his brow, leant on his tool and turned around slowly: ‘Eh! I’m 




Ficelle shifted from one foot to the other: ‘Oh I think there’s a little trickle of 
water here. The land doesn’t belong to anyone, so I’m taking the opportunity. I’m doing 
a bit of digging. That’s all.’ 
The priest turned crimson and exploded: ‘Listen Baptistin, don’t you think you’ve 
made enough of a fool of yourself lately? It’s scarcely a week ago that peace was 
restored in the village. At what price? I had to lecture the whole village in my sermon, 
put the word on Elodie and Antonia to go to confession and even’, he admitted, ‘give 
[210] my consent to a direction from the Mayor to start a big fire that was lit by your 
own son! I don’t think you realize all that . . . Are you completely oblivious?’ 
‘Well . . .’ 
‘Well, the first thing that you find to do to thank me for getting you out of the 
mess you got yourself into, is to go looking for water in the only place in the commune 
where there’s no chance of finding a single drop! You know what’s going to happen, 
Baptistin, don’t you? You’re going to set off a riot in the village and everyone is going 
to make fun of you because you won’t find anything!’ 
Ficelle lowered his head. He pleaded, ‘My divining rod tells me there’s water and 
I have old documents that prove it.’ 
‘Documents? What a laugh. I’d like to see them! Do you have any idea of the 
mood in the village right now?’ 
‘Um . . .’ 
‘People are already sniggering, talking about that crackpot Ficelle who’s got 
it in his head that he can find water at Les Mourets! As usual, you are sowing mayhem, 
trouble and confusion. I’m tired of you!’ 
Ficelle stamped his foot: ‘I want to set them back on their heels! After all, I’m not 
doing any harm. I’m amusing myself by digging over an abandoned block of land!’ 
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‘Well, fine! But your way of amusing yourself doesn’t make me laugh. You’ll 
see what happens when you realize the error of your ways. Find water on that bit of 
scree? It’s insane! You’ve lost your wits!’ 
‘That’s the point. It’s because no one believes there’s water here that makes 
the challenge interesting.’ 
The priest looked closely at Ficelle and thought he could detect a trace of irony in 
his expression. This exasperated him. Was Ficelle having a laugh at him? In a voice 
trembling with anger, he snapped, ‘Are you poking fun at me, Baptistin? I’m warning 
you, if you fail, you can get out of it on your own! Don’t count on me any more to sort 
[211] out your gaffes. Have I made myself clear?’ 
With this, he turned on his heel and strode off. Posted in front of her door, Elodie 
was taking it all in with delight. 
 
When the priest came out of his house to sound the angelus there were almost as 
many people in the square as there were for Sunday mass and the talk on all sides was 
certainly lively. He hurried to go and ring the bells and came back quickly to mingle 
with the crowd. He was listening to the Mayor explaining to Portalès that there really 
was no known owner of Les Mourets, when voices dropped a little. Ficelle was 
approaching at an easy pace, as if butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth. 
‘What’s going on? There’s certainly a lot of people here today’, he said 
innocently. 
People were so surprised that no one thought of answering him. This didn’t bother 
him. Indifferent to the curious looks, he crossed the square jauntily and went and sat 
down calmly right in the middle of the bench. Portalès walked over, followed by Causse 
and Barbaste. He asked, ‘Are you all right, Ficelle?’ 
‘Fine, and you?’ 
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Causse remarked, ‘We haven’t seen you for quite a while!’ 
‘I hope at least that hasn’t spoiled your appetite!’ 
Having said that, Ficelle, with a quick and precise movement of his mouth 
directed a yellowish squirt of saliva towards Causse’s feet, angering him and forcing 
him to jump backwards to avoid it. The warning was clear. Ficelle had recovered his 
fighting spirit. Barbaste chuckled: ‘Listen, he was taking a break, for goodness sake! 
Out gallivanting; even though there must be work to do, with the drought . . .’ 
The priest didn’t allow the prolongation of the embarrassed silence which 
followed. 
‘Rather than talk rubbish, it would be better if you held your tongue, Clovis!’ 
[212] Then in order to make it quite clear that this time he would not let things 
degenerate he went and stood beside Ficelle. The latter seemed unruffled and visibly 
unmoved by the attacks and innuendos. He called out, ‘By the way, how are things 
going for you, Barbaste? Are they going to make you do that month in prison or not? 
You must be worried now?’ 
‘Baptistin!’ the priest objected. 
Gradually people were coming closer, a circle was forming. Ficelle crossed his 
arms and looked around the audience: ‘I’d like to have a bit of fun, how about a bet?’ 
‘Baptistin!’ repeated the priest, annoyed. 
‘A bet on what?’ Barbaste asked. 
‘A bet that’ll be worth the candle.’ 
‘Explain!’ said Portalès. 
Ficelle bowed his head and remained silent. Causse insisted: ‘Depending on what 
it’s about, you could perhaps have some takers . . . Explain it to us.’ 
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Ficelle scratched the back of his neck, seemed to ponder, then getting up abruptly 
he pointed a finger to the sky and, gazing around defiantly, said, ‘Who wants to bet that 
I’ll find water at Les Mourets?’ 
‘You’re pulling our leg,’ said Barbaste. ‘Or else you’ve gone crackers!’ 
‘Well, make the most of it, since I’m pulling your leg. I bet you a two 
hundred litre barrel of wine that I’ll find water. If I’m wrong, you realize that you’ll be 
drinking to my health for a goodly part of the year!’ 
‘Well, as far as I’m concerned I don’t like this bet one bit and I don’t want to 
see anybody take it up,’ the priest warned firmly. 
The discussion stopped short; especially as two hundred litres was a lot! Too 
much to put at stake in a stupid bet. Ficelle was well aware of it. He sat down again, 
pleased with himself for having shut up his detractors. 
[213] ‘Ficelle, you are truly insufferable!’ the priest exclaimed. ‘In the end, I liked 
it better when you were disappearing for the whole day, at least there was no carry-on!’ 
The risk of Ficelle’s project getting out of hand was annoying the priest. Suddenly 
he noticed Joseph Arnaud among those gathered, which prompted him to change the 
subject and to take advantage of the unexpected opportunity this offered him to speak 
about the business that was bothering him, all the usual attendees at the veterans’ dinner 
being gathered in the square. 
‘Well, about Saturday? What time will we leave for our banquet?’ He asked 
the question in a tone that didn’t allow anyone the least excuse to wriggle out. 
Moreover, such an important event required the hatchet to be buried! Nevertheless, 
Ficelle said nothing, Barbaste lowered his eyes and Joseph shrank back. Undeterred, the 
priest suggested, ‘We’ll have to leave around nine o’clock so we have time to have our 
usual drink together. What do you think?’ 
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Embarrassed, nobody uttered a word. Benjamin, who was lucky enough not to be 
at odds with anyone, hastened to help the priest out: ‘Sounds good. I’ll be ready at nine 
on the dot and this year, it’ll be me carrying the flag for the ceremony at the war 
memorial.’ 
The priest cast him an appreciative glance: ‘Excellent, Benjamin.’ 
He turned to Ficelle: ‘Are we all going in your truck like the other years?’ 
‘Er . . . Of course.’ 
‘Good. Joseph, Barbaste, you got that? Leaving at nine o’clock, here, 
Saturday!’ 
‘OK. Agreed.’ 
Satisfied with having organized this delicate business as well as possible and 
[214] above all, not wanting to give anyone time to reconsider, the priest got up: ‘Well, 
it’s late; I think it’s time to go and have something to eat!’ 
The priest bade his farewells and went back to the presbytery feeling pleased with 
himself. However, a vague sense of anxiety was gnawing at him: he knew that from 
now on during the midday break, the focus of interest would shift to Ficelle’s digging 
and the men would be sure to go there to gauge the progress of the work. And if Ficelle 
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[215] ‘How distinguished you look, Father, you’d pass for a bishop,’ the Mayor 
exclaimed. 
‘Get on with you’, the priest said, flattered. ‘I’m wearing a black cap not a 
purple one!’ 
A crowd had turned out to watch the departure of the veterans in their Sunday 
best. It has to be said that the spectacle was worth it. Ficelle was resplendent in his 
striped trousers and his velvet jacket. However, the prize for elegance went without 
doubt to the priest: impeccable cassock on a snow-white collar, a magnificent three-
cornered black biretta on his head and black shoes with a mirror shine. Alice had 
overseen everything with extreme care. The others were a lot less spruced up. Beatrice 
had taken Joseph’s carefully preserved navy blue wedding suit out of the wardrobe, in 
which he seemed to be having a great deal of difficulty breathing. After they left, he 
hastened to unbutton his shirt and trousers, to relieve the pressure. Benjamin, proud as a 
peacock, brandishing the flag, was wearing a suit that was rather too big for him, bought 
at the last fair. With his hair excessively brilliantined, he smiled winningly at the 
admiring remarks of the women. Barbaste couldn’t keep still, avoiding as best he could 
the ironic compliments. For he didn’t cut much of a dash with his trousers too short and 
all crumpled, mismatched jacket, messily knotted tie and un-shined shoes. The only 
touch of cleanliness in this unkempt get-up was his shirt, which Mathilde had washed 
and ironed. All of them were proudly sporting their decorations and wore the cheerful 
demeanour of folk setting out to have a good time. 
185 
 
[216] Portalès tapped Barbaste on the shoulder and complimented him in dialect, 
‘You’re as beautiful as a heavenly star48!’ 
‘When’s the wedding?’ Causse added. 
Joseph winked: ‘He’s more at ease in his work pants; but don’t you worry, that 
won’t stop him holding his own at the table!’ 
‘He’ll be holding his glass well, that’s for sure’, exclaimed Portalès. 
‘He won’t be the only one!’ added Causse. ‘I’m sure everyone’ll have wind in 
their sails tonight.’ 
Agnès was complimenting Benjamin, who was somewhat embarrassed because 
Louise, his sister-in-law, was re-knotting his tie for him in front of everyone. 
‘You’d make a good match for someone, Benjamin’, she said. ‘I have a 
friend . . .’ 
‘Leave your friend out of this, and me as well’, Benjamin protested. 
All these facetious comments were getting on Barbaste’s nerves. He took a 
sideways glance at the derisive and scoffing children and noticed that they were 
pointing and making fun of him. 
‘Come on, let’s get going’, he said. ‘We’ll end up being late and there won’t 
be time to go and have a drink!’ 
This was the signal. They set off happily; the priest seated beside the driver, the 
others behind on a seat wedged against the cabin. The truck set off to the applause of 
the spectators and Ficelle leant on his horn until, having rounded the corner at Les 
Aires, the vehicle disappeared down the hill. 
 
48 Portalès says, ‘Sies polit comme un ase’, and Causse adds ‘Es leu que te marides’, which the author 
footnotes with a French translation. Tu es beau comme un astre and C’est bientôt que tu te maries? 
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Béatrice opened the door of the sideboard and took out a carefully tied box which 
she handed to Colette, smiling affectionately: ‘Take this. I’ve made you a plum tart. 
[217] You can share it. Put it on top of the basket so it doesn’t get crushed!’ 
‘Thank you, Maman. You’re not worried then?’ 
‘No, no. Mind, if your father knew I was letting you go off all day! Still’, she 
sighed, ‘take the short-cut and make sure no one sees you.’ 
‘Don’t worry.’ 
Colette threw her arms around her mother spontaneously and hugged her tightly: 
‘Thanks Maman. It’s a huge favour you’re doing for me today!’ 
Béatrice pushed her daughter away gently and stroked her cheek: ‘Off you go 
now. Don’t be late.’ 
She went out on the doorstep and watched her daughter disappear into the 
distance. ‘Oh, to be twenty again!’ she sighed dreamily. 
 
‘Colette!’ said Pierre with a start. 
He was so lost in thought, he hadn’t heard her coming. Delighted, Colette 
withdrew her hands which she had placed over his eyes. ‘I surprised you’, she 
exclaimed. 
He got up to kiss her: ‘You’re so beautiful!’ 
‘Shh! Let’s go, so that no one sees us. I don’t want Maman to be 
embarrassed.’ 
Pierre already had his bag around his neck; he took Colette’s basket, then hand-in-
hand, they set off into the wood, heading for the stream. 
They descended the track, joking happily, sheltered from view by the foliage and 
accompanied by the twittering of birds high up in the trees. Walking at a good speed, 
they soon reached the foot of the old mill where they put down their provisions. Straight 
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away, Pierre took Colette by the hand and started to show her around the building, to 
acquaint her with it. Its foundations in the water, its old stones awash with sunlight, the 
[218] mill seemed to be putting on its best appearance in its verdant setting as if it knew 
that it was being viewed by a pretty girl. 
‘Come and see how dark and damp it is inside’, said Pierre. 
‘In a minute. Let me look for a place where we can have our picnic first.’ 
She chose a place just in front of the building, where a little ford allowed you to 
cross without getting your feet wet. A clump of hazelnut trees was casting a pleasant 
shade. She looked around, hands on her hips, already very self-possessed, and declared, 
‘I need three large stones and also a little dry wood to make a fire. I have things I need 
to heat.’ 
Pierre hurried off while she unpacked the provisions. When everything was set 
out, he noticed with a burst of laughter that each of them had brought enough to eat for 
at least three people! Pierre watched Colette lighting the fire, delighted to see that she 
knew exactly how to go about it. Pensively, he said in a serious voice, ‘Perhaps that’s 
what you would call creating a hearth and home.’ 
Colette cast Pierre a troubled look. While she got to work, Pierre went to gather 
her a bouquet of wild flowers. A few minutes later when she called him, he held out his 
hand in which he was hiding a tiny package: ‘I wanted to give you a present.’ 
As she didn’t move, he insisted, ‘Go on, take it!’ 
Shyly she took the package and then a medallion of the holy virgin hanging from 
a fine silver chain danced from the tips of her trembling fingers. Her throat in a knot, 
she said nothing, two large tears ran slowly down her cheeks. 
‘Do you like it?’ he asked anxiously. 
She leant against him: ‘It’s very beautiful, only . . . I won’t be able to wear it 
because of my father.’ 
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‘I know, I know; but will you keep it with you?’ 
‘Oh yes’, she said, clutching the medallion in her hand. ‘And at night I’ll put 
[219] it around my neck.’ 
They clung to each other for a long time, then Colette did something that moved 
him deeply. She pulled back, took off her shoes and said to him, ‘Copy me!’ 
Surprised, Pierre did as he was asked. She took his hand and said to him, ‘Close 
your eyes . . . let yourself go . . . Do you realize how much we have our roots in this 
soil. It witnessed our birth; it has nourished us just as it did our parents, our 
grandparents and all our ancestors. Pierre, I would so much like our children to be born 
here!’ 
He looked at her earnestly, not knowing what to say. Wanting to break the 
emotion that had seized them, she said gaily, ‘Lets get on with it, we need to eat now.’ 
They sat down next to the tea towel that she had spread out attractively to use as a 
table. At that moment, they knew that they were about to share a true betrothal feast. 
 
‘Come along, Perlette, while Ficelle’s not around we can go and see what 
he’s up to before we go and mind the sheep.’ 
One following the other they climbed the steep steps leading to Les Mourets. 
‘Well, I’ll be . . . !’ exclaimed Elodie. 
She examined the hole, which was already fairly deep, the pile of earth and all the 
tools carefully placed against the chestnut tree. Against a low wall, Ficelle had piled 
planks and beams. 
‘This time he plans to shore it up properly,’ she observed. 
Perlette turned her head and stared at her mistress, then began to graze peacefully. 
Elodie pondered. She was looking at her house, and the spring known as the Furthest 
Well, and exactly halfway between the two, the steps leading to the pocket-sized terrace 
189 
 
where Ficelle was digging. She cackled with laughter: ‘Let’s go, Perlette, I’ve seen 
enough. Now we better go and mind the sheep.’ 
[220] The shepherdess headed towards the village to collect her sheep. The goat 
followed her docilely, as always. 
 
‘Have you ever seen a storm like this, Father?’ 
‘As violent, yes, but not continuing on like this. Be careful, you can’t see a 
thing!’ 
Cracking lightning was zig-zagging across the sky in all directions. The trees 
groaned, as they were blown almost horizontal by a violent wind which was breaking 
the water-laden branches and sweeping them away like wisps of straw. Thunder 
followed on the lightning and brought hail bucketing down. At times, the road 
resembled a river in flood. Dense black darkness having already descended, the 
veterans’ return was becoming an ordeal for Ficelle who was having trouble controlling 
his truck. By contrast, behind the driver, there were no concerns. Every now and then, 
the snoring of Barbaste and Joseph, dead drunk, even managed to drown out the din of 
the storm; Benjamin was not much better. The priest yelled anxiously, ‘Baptistin! Try 
and keep to the left, away from the edge.’ 
Hunched over the steering wheel, Ficelle answered, ‘We’ve passed the bend at 
Casquou. In five minutes we’ll be home and dry!’ 
Just then, a blinding bolt of lightning illuminated the gloom and Ficelle realized 
he was driving dangerously close to the outer edge, very close to the ravine. 
‘Watch out!’ yelled the priest. 
Ficelle wrenched the steering wheel and the vehicle reeled, careering over some 
broken branches and creating a frightful noise. 
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‘It’s like something out of The Inferno!’ he muttered. ‘Gaston, you’d think 
we were under attack at Verdun, it’s just as hellish!’ 
Without realising it, he had called the priest by his Christian name as if they were 
back in wartime. 
The priest didn’t dream of taking offence at it. He roared, ‘Baptistin, stop!’ 
[221] ‘We have to go on, Gaston. We can’t stop here planted in the middle of the 
road in this tempest!’ 
The windscreen wipers were useless: it was as if a continuous waterfall was 
cascading down the windscreen. Equally, the headlights were too feeble to penetrate the 
wall of rain that loomed in front of the vehicle. An extraordinarily violent clap of 
thunder exploded so close that Ficelle started and swerved. 
‘I’m telling you we must stop and wait for it to pass,’ repeated the priest in an 
anguished voice. 
Another flash of lightning lit the road. Ficelle leant forward a little more and said 
delightedly, ‘You can see Les Aires, we’re nearly there!’ 
They were barely a few metres from the intersection which led to the village, 
when lighting struck an enormous oak right next to the road with a terrifying crack. The 
tree split in two like a matchstick with an apocalyptic crashing noise. Stunned by the 
explosion of fire, Ficelle let go of the steering wheel. The front right wheel skidded on 
the wet grass and rolled into the ditch, unbalancing the vehicle, which ricocheted 
against the rock face with a cacophony caused by the sides of the truck-tray breaking 
and the crunch of metal panels. An extraordinary silence ensued, broken only by the 
noise of the water on the metal. The engine was no longer running, but the headlights 
were still illuminating the curtain of rain, extending a murky light. 
‘You’re crushing me. I can’t breathe!’ protested the priest. 
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Ficelle, who had slid over against the priest, grabbed the wheel and hoisted 
himself as best he could up to the door which he opened with considerable difficulty, 
given the incline of the vehicle. On hands and knees, he gradually succeeded in 
extracting himself from the cabin before helping the priest in turn to get out. Benjamin 
appeared from the back, ‘Oh my God . . . (sorry, Father). Did we have an accident?’ 
Stupefied, Ficelle was contemplating the shattered tree. 
[222] ‘You’d think we were in a war!’ he exclaimed. 
‘I didn’t hear a thing. I was asleep!’ said Joseph, the next to emerge. 
The driving rain was sobering him up and he was trying to grasp what had 
happened. 
‘You’re not hurt?’ asked the priest. 
‘No, we’re ok,’ answered the others, feeling for any injuries. 
Ficelle had turned off the ignition and the headlights. Now he was trying to assess 
the damage: ‘It looks like the truck hasn’t been damaged much apart from the side 
panels and the canvas cover.’ 
‘Oh! What about Barbaste!’ cried the priest. 
They rushed over and pulled a groggy, semi-conscious Barbaste out of the 
vehicle. They had to support him to keep him upright. 
‘Where are you hurt?’ asked the priest. 
‘My head, my head . . . Oh my God!’ 
‘What about your head? Where does it hurt?’ 
Ficelle was worried. He shook Barbaste by the arm while the others tried to 
examine the injured man’s skull without being able to make anything out in the 
darkness and in such a deluge. 
‘Oww, oww . . . !’ shrieked Barbaste, ‘Don’t keep touching me! It’s there, at 
the back of my skull. I was asleep, something hit me, that’s all I know . . .’ 
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The priest asked suspiciously, ‘Have you sobered up at least?’ 
‘Yes, I’m in pain, it’s bad,’ moaned Barbaste. ‘Go and get help. I think I’m 
going to faint.’ 
‘We have to get him to the village quickly,’ Ficelle decreed. ‘The two of us 
will hold him up, he’s not that heavy!’ 
He seized Barbaste around the waist and leaned against him putting the injured 
man’s arm over his shoulders. Joseph placed himself on the other side and they set off 
swaying, supporting Barbaste who was letting his feet drag. 
The priest, who had retrieved an old umbrella from under the driver’s seat, walked 
[223] alongside them, protecting the head of the wounded man as best he could. 
Benjamin hobbled after them. 
Beneath the downpour, in the midst of this nightmarish night, lit by flashing 
lightning, with the sound of the thunder echoing incessantly off the hillsides, this 
bedraggled team staggering along a flooded road looked other-worldly. They resembled 
a gang of scoundrels in tatters struggling to shoulder the spoils of some sinister crime. 
‘How’s it going?’ asked Benjamin. 
‘Not good,’ moaned Barbaste. 
‘He’s not good,’ repeated the others, panic-stricken. 
‘My head hurts . . .’ 
‘His head hurts . . .’ 
With every groan, Ficelle and Joseph stepped up the speed and sometimes the 
procession got out of balance, threatening to collapse when one of the bearers advanced 
faster than the other . . . 
‘Cresi que vau crebat aici.’ 
‘He thinks he is going to drop dead here,’ echoed the chorus. 
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The group hobbled on, but Barbaste was becoming heavier. He moaned, 
‘Something keeps running down my neck. I must be losing all my blood!’ 
‘He’s losing all his blood,’ lamented the others. 
‘Joseph, let me take over, I’ll carry him,’ Benjamin decided. ‘You’ve got 
good legs, run to the house and tell my mother to prepare a bed and some sheets: 
everything necessary to care for a casualty. Then we’ll see if we need to call the doctor.’ 
Joseph sped off. When he burst in to Mathilde’s house, she was poking the fire. 
Laurent was beside her. She leapt up, raising her arms to the heavens and exclaimed, 
‘Something dreadful’s happened!’ 
‘No, no, just a minor accident at Les Aires. Barbaste has a sore head . . . 
We’re bringing him here . . . It’s nothing, don’t upset yourself,’ murmured Joseph. 
[224] ‘Laurent, go and meet them with the torch, you can light the way for them. 
I’ll go and heat some water and prepare a bed . . . Holy Mother of God, that’s what 
comes of drinking like fish. I knew this would happen one day.’ 
Laurent leapt into action. They had arrived in the square by the time the boy 
reached them. 
‘Quick, look at the back of his head, there,’ said the priest. 
‘The blood’s running down my neck as thick as a finger,’ moaned Barbaste in 
dialect.49 
Laurent palpated uncle’s skull gently, ‘He’s got a big lump,’ he said. 
The voice of the priest quavered, ‘But the blood, the blood, is he bleeding a lot?’ 
Surprised, Laurent looked at Barbaste’s neck and shirt; he couldn’t see the 
slightest trace of red! He drew back a little and examined the scene: Barbaste, his arms 
draped over the shoulders of Ficelle and Benjamin, with the collar of his shirt gaping 
open behind. He noticed the umbrella that the priest was holding and suddenly exploded 
49 The sentence reported in Occitan Lo sang me raja dins lo còl gros comme lo det, is translated into 
French by the author in a footnote: Le sang me coule dans le cou gros comme le doigt. 
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with nervous laughter which went on and on. Doubled over, he cried and laughed at the 
same time, suddenly giving vent to all his pent up anxiety. 
‘What’s got into you, you idiot?’ growled Benjamin. 
‘The umbrella!’ spluttered Laurent. 
‘What about the umbrella?’ 
‘It’s got a broken rib. Because of the way Father’s holding it, it’s creating a 
gutter, and all the water’s running down Uncle’s neck; there isn’t any bleeding!’ 
‘That damned Barbaste,’ muttered Ficelle fiercely. ‘He’s made bloody fools 
of us!’ 
He rid himself of the ‘injured’ man so abruptly that the latter almost fell. 
‘By almighty God, I’m injured and you knock me around and let go of me,’ 
he said angrily. 
He would have liked to vent his anger if the men hadn’t themselves got in a rage, 
[225] starting with the priest, who exclaimed, ‘What’s up with you? All you’ve got is a 
bump and you make us think you’re dying. You should be ashamed!’ 
‘It’s a pity he wasn’t hurt more,’ raged Ficelle. 
‘Mathilde is sure to be in one of her states because of your nonsense. God 
Almighty! Come on Laurent, we’ll go and reassure her. Good night, everyone.’ 
So it was that everyone, too exhausted and drenched to continue the discussion, 
returned home, leaving Barbaste, in a state of great pique, all alone in the square, 
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[227] Ficelle was deep in thought when a voice hailed him. 
‘Oh, you’re even working on Sunday now?’ 
The voice came from the road. Ficelle turned around startled: ‘Well, it’s the 
Mayor himself! Are you here to check if I’m putting props in?’ 
Martin50 came over to Ficelle. ‘No, no, I was passing and I was surprised to see 
you at work on a Sunday afternoon!’ 
‘Well, why not? Yesterday I was out on the tiles, today I’m on the wagon! 
It’s doing me good to be doing something.’ 
‘This morning I’m sorry I couldn’t come with the others to lend a hand to get 
your truck out. I was at the council office.’ 
‘Never mind, there were plenty on hand and they really enjoyed taking the 
piss out of us! But I can assure you I wasn’t tipsy like they’re saying. I’d have loved to 
see them in my shoes, driving in a downpour like that.’ 
‘That’s true, what a storm! I heard you didn’t have too much damage?’ 
‘Well the mudguard is a bit bent, but I can drive it. I can fix the sides of the 
tray myself which leaves only the canvas to be re-stitched. The saddler can fix that for 
me. I got out of it ok in the end.’ 
The Mayor looked at Ficelle’s site: ‘What were you thinking about?’ 
[228] ‘Well, I’ve got down a metre fifty without too much difficulty. Now I’m about 
to reach a mass of rock and it’ll need blasting. I was thinking of widening the hole a 
little so as to have more room to work.’ 
50 In this chapter, the author has referred to the Mayor as Ernest, where elsewhere his name is Martin. The 
author has acknowledged that this was an error not picked up by his editor. I have thus corrected this and 
refer to the Mayor as Martin throughout. 
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Martin looked puzzled. He leaned over the pit and looked closely at the bottom. 
‘The soil here seems to be well and truly dry! Do you really believe you’re going to find 
water underneath it?’ 
Ficelle thought back to the cadastral references and exclaimed, ‘I sure do! Do you 
think I’d be busting my gut for nothing?’ 
Martin was embarrassed, shifting from one foot to the other. Eventually he said, 
‘It bothers me, Baptistin. You have thrown down a challenge to the whole village. If 
you don’t find water . . .’ 
The diviner frowned and asked suspiciously, ‘Come on, out with it, Martin. You 
wanted to come and have a private chat with me!’ 
‘Listen, Baptistin. Barely a week ago, you nearly caused a riot in the village 
with your goings on at La Vernède. I was afraid it’d end in grief . . . I know that you got 
your gun out . . .’ 
Ficelle withstood the searching gaze of the Mayor and replied without batting an 
eyelid, ‘People talk rubbish!’ 
‘It was Pierre who came to tell us, while I was trying to calm down the crowd 
with the priest. Luckily there was a timely fire that focused people’s attention. A fire 
that I had your own son light. Did the priest explain that to you? Right now, if you fail 
here . . .’ 
Silent, Ficelle stared attentively at the Mayor. The latter continued, ‘And then 
there’s Barbaste, I hear you had another go at each other yesterday?’ 
‘Unbelievable! We bust a gut dragging him all the way to the village, 
thinking he was going to die, that blood was streaming down his neck thick as a finger 
and he only had a bit of a bump! For goodness sake, it was nothing serious.’ 
[229] The Mayor pulled a face: ‘I’m always chasing after the two of you. What’ll 
happen is that there’ll be a procession to come and see your hole every lunchtime. 
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People will be sounding off at your expense and if they get under your skin, there’ll be 
trouble! I know you . . .’ 
The diviner shrugged: ‘You worry too much, Martin. I don’t want to quarrel with 
anyone. I’m quietly looking for a spring for my own amusement.’ 
Martin rubbed his chin and said calmly, ‘In my capacity as Mayor I can impose a 
municipal decree that will stop you excavating while our solicitor does a thorough 
investigation to find a possible heir. The former proprietor was called Passet. If there’s 
trouble . . .’ 
Outraged, Ficelle shouted, ‘You wouldn’t do that. This plot’s abandoned!’ 
‘It belonged to someone, so it may be possible to find someone with rights to it. If 
there’s no dispute, I won’t do anything. If there is . . . 
Ficelle protested, ‘You’re making a mountain out of a molehill, Martin!’ 
‘I hope so, Baptistin, I hope so. But I wanted to warn you. Now it’s getting late, 
I’m going to do some watering. See you later.’ 
‘See you later, Martin,’ grunted Ficelle. 
 
‘Come in, come in, Father. Good evening, Alice, I’m delighted you could 
come.’ 
Smiling, Beatrice welcomed her guests, stepping aside to let them pass. 
Joseph was standing up rather self-consciously, his hand on a chair while Colette 
was making a show of arranging the already perfectly laid table. The room smelt 
pleasantly of beeswax and a large casserole was simmering on the cooker giving off an 
enticing aroma. Colette came over: ‘Father, Alice, welcome.’ 
‘We’ve prepared one of our ducks, I think it will be tender,’ said Béatrice. 
[230] Alice, noticing the crockery reserved for special occasions, remonstrated 
pleasantly, ‘You shouldn’t have gone to so much trouble!’ 
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‘Not at all, not at all,’ protested Béatrice, delighted. ‘It’s not every Sunday 
that we have the pleasure of having you. Colette has made us a cake which I’m sure will 
be delicious. She does them very well.’ 
‘Really, the young lady’s already good at desserts?’ exclaimed Alice. ‘Well, 
she’ll make someone a perfect wife.’ 
Embarrassed, Colette stammered her appreciation while the priest greeted Joseph: 
‘Have you recovered after our excitement yesterday?’ 
Joseph smiled: ‘Ah, that wretched Barbaste. Still, he can congratulate himself on 
having scared the pants off us with that business about his fractured skull! Take a seat, 
let’s have a drink.’ 
‘By the way,’ said Beatrice, ‘Can you tell us about the accident, Father? You 
were sitting next to the driver. We were so worried!’ 
‘Ah well, it was a really extraordinary storm last night. There was a 
moment . . .’ 
 
The evening was joyful and animated, the meal excellent. When they got to the 
cakes, Joseph went to find a bottle of Carthagène51 which he placed proudly on the 
table. ‘Tell me what you think of this one!’, he exclaimed. 
Béatrice took advantage of the moment to take Alice and Colette over to the 
fireplace where they settled down to leave the men to themselves for a while. The latter 
began by recalling their previous day, constantly bursting into laughter, until the priest, 
feigning surprise, said, ‘By the way, yesterday at the banquet, you and Baptistin were 
sitting side by side! There’s no more bad blood between you, then?’ 
[231] ‘Er . . .’ 
51 A sweet fortified wine that is ubiquitous in the region and may be drunk as an aperitif or a desert wine. 




                                                 
Joseph, who felt a bit embarrassed, cast a furtive glance at Beatrice: the women 
seemed to be oblivious to the men. He explained vaguely, ‘Oh . . . It was an episode 
about truffles, I got a bit carried away.’ 
‘Good, I’m glad you’re seeing it like that, Joseph!’ 
The priest paused a moment and then asked quietly, ‘Tell me, what do you think 
of Pierre?’ 
Rather taken aback, Joseph hesitated: ‘He’s a fine lad . . . He seems to be quiet 
and thoughtful. I’d go so far as to say he’s not at all like his father!’ 
‘I agree.’ 
The priest turned his glass gently with the tips of his fingers. He mentioned 
casually, ‘You know he’s seeing a bit of Colette?’ 
A profound silence fell in the room. Joseph, surprised by this direct approach, 
shifted uneasily. He took a large swig of Carthagène while Colette, red as a beetroot, 
shrank into her chair. 
‘Not just a bit, Father, I’m well aware of it! In this house people take me for 
an imbecile, things go on behind my back . . . What’s more, my wife’s party to it!’ 
‘What are you on about, Joseph?’ protested Béatrice. 
‘Get on! I know what I’m saying. You’re lenient and what’s more, the two of 
you get your heads together and take me for a fool, you and your daughter!’ 
‘Now, now,’ said the priest. ‘They’re young and they love each other. You 
found ways to get together with Béatrice when you first met, didn’t you?’ 
Alice intervened firmly: ‘He’s a well brought up young man, polite, quiet. Its true 
you’d never guess he was the son of Baptistin.’ 
[232] She paused, then added softly, staring at Colette, who had turned crimson: ‘and 
then he’s a handsome boy, he would make you beautiful grandchildren!’ 
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The compliment was surprising, coming from the ever-discreet Alice, which gave 
it all the more weight. Her brother left Joseph no time to reflect: ‘What have you got 
against this youngster?’ 
Joseph looked around slowly at everyone and burst out testily, ‘I’m wondering if 
this isn’t all a conspiracy against me! What do I hold against him? Leaving for Paris! If 
he marries my daughter, my grandchildren may well be beautiful, only I won’t be 
bouncing them on my knees too often!’ 
He shook his head, a faraway look in his eyes and added in a disillusioned voice, 
‘Who will look after my plots of land when I can’t work any more? They’ll be 
abandoned! What’s more, just like Béatrice and me, there’ll be no one left to look after 
us.’ 
The priest put his hand on Joseph’s arm: ‘We’re not at that point yet! I wanted 
simply to explain one thing to you: I know from my colleague, the priest at Saint 
Laurent, that the Director of the mine is coming back from leave tomorrow and that he 
can arrange for me to see him during the week. For the time being, nobody knows what 
he intends for Pierre, except that he wants to send him to Paris to study. So I’d like your 
agreement. I already have Baptistin’s. I’ll meet him and I’ll see if we can’t try and 
arrange things with him. Imagine if we could find a solution that suited everyone? For 
example, if Pierre were only to leave for a year or two, it wouldn’t be so bad, would it?’ 
Joseph was silent. Eventually, he exclaimed, ‘Are you in on the conspiracy 
against me too, Father!’ 
The priest grasped Joseph’s arm and said in a firm voice, ‘Now, now, trust me! I 
want to try, if possible, to find a solution which will ensure the happiness of the 
youngsters . . . Don’t you worry. When I’ve seen the Director, I’ll come and report back 
to you. Then you and Béatrice can decide what you want.’ 
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[233] Worn-out, Joseph capitulated: ‘Do as you see fit, Father. Since you say it’s in my 
daughter’s interests.’ 
 
Ficelle dried his hands on his trousers and went and sat at the foot of the chestnut 
tree. After he had taken a good swig of wine from the mouth of his flagon and wedged a 
large tobacco wad in the side of his cheek, he lay back against the trunk of the tree, 
gazing off into the distance. He liked resting this way, motionless for long periods, 
letting his thoughts wander. These moments of day-dreaming relaxed his aching 
muscles and induced in him a feeling of great wellbeing. 
‘Are you taking a break, Baptistin?’ 
Ficelle started; he hadn’t heard the priest and made a show of getting up. 
‘Don’t get up, I was just taking a look around,’ said the priest, looking about. 
‘I wasn’t expecting you!’ 
The priest was shaking his head in a baffled way: ‘What difficulties you get 
yourself into! I wonder . . . Well, you and I need to have a bit of a talk, Baptistin.’ 
The priest took a bucket that was lying nearby, turned it over and sat on it without 
ceremony: ‘Tell me a bit about what you’re doing.’ 
‘Well! This morning I was down one metre seventy and I hit rock . . . This 
afternoon I’m going to have to start to work with dynamite!’ 
The priest paused pensively for quite a while then sighed: ‘Let’s hope you’re not 
mistaken this time.’ 
‘A few days from now we’ll drink a pastis together, Father . . . With water 
from the spring!’ 
Ficelle’s stubbornness and certainty disconcerted the priest, who said eventually, 
[234] ‘I don’t understand, Baptistin! You’re not exactly young any more, and you have 
a good pension. Why don’t you take it easy and enjoy yourself. You could be living the 
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good life. Instead you’re always out, gallivanting; when you’re not looking for water, 
you’re digging up truffles . . . You don’t need to do that for a living, for heavens sake!’ 
Ficelle spat out his tobacco and reflected at length: ‘In this case, it’s the challenge 
of proving that I’m not an idiot. On other occasions, I really like being busy and doing 
things I like doing. Would you prefer me to content myself with growing vegetables! 
Believe me, that’s not my style! I’m a passionate person. I need excitement.’ 
‘Oh really! So you get excitement out of killing yourself shovelling in the 
bottom of a pit in the middle of July?’ 
‘What a reward if I succeed! And besides, I enjoy it. It feels like I’m touching 
and looking at my mother, feeling her very essence.’ 
The priest studied Ficelle’s face. Was it possible that he had lost his mind or that 
he was making fun of him? He asked him anxiously, ‘Your mother? Who are you 
talking about, Baptistin? I hope you’re not blaspheming.’ 
‘Not at all! God created everything, hence he conceived the earth who is the 
mother of every one of us.’ 
‘Explain that to me!’ said the priest, dumbfounded. 
Ficelle leant forward and elaborated: ‘We live on the earth where we were born. 
This mother earth nourishes us, she supplies us with her water, she warms us with the 
wood of her forests; everything comes from her! The day we die, where do we go? We 
return to the earth who generously opens her cloak to clasp us to her breast . . . while we 
await the last judgment,’ he added with a mischievous smile. 
‘So that’s it; what a theory!’ responded the priest. 
‘I love the pleasure of digging where no one can see how . . . Let me tell you, 
when I find water, it gives me goose bumps, it gives me the impression that I’m seeing 
[235] the blood flowing in my mother’s veins. It’s like when I dig up a truffle, I think 
that the earth has saved her best for me; a fruit reserved for the chosen few, for those 
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who love her, understand her, respect her. In the end, when I die, I’ll be at peace since 
I’ll know that I’m returning to my mother’s bosom.’ 
‘I don’t understand a word you’re saying,’ exclaimed the priest. ‘And where’s 
God in all that?’ 
Ficelle said nothing. 
‘What about God? I’m asking you a question, Baptistin!’ 
Ficelle hesitated: ‘I’d like to talk to you man to man, Gaston.’ 
‘I’m all ears.’ 
‘I think that when man’s afraid, he invents gods for himself to ward off his 
fears. He dreads the unknown, doesn’t understand why he’s here, nor if there’s a reason 
for his presence on earth. So he wants to feel like he’s master of his own destiny. He 
wants to forget his anguish and his uncertainty, to have the illusion of knowing where 
he comes from and where he’s going. Man attributes to the gods what suits him and 
above all what reassures him.’ 
The priest expostulated. He crossed himself three times and said, ‘That’s 
witchcraft, Baptistin! You’ve lost your faith! You’re denying the sacrament of baptism! 
What! Are you saying the earth is a being? Are you saying it’s a supernatural power, 
quasi-divine? You don’t believe in God any more, you’re a heathen! It’s idolatry. In 
another era you would have been burned at the stake for less than that!’ 
Ficelle flared up: ‘I’m not denying anything at all, Gaston, and I’m still a believer, 
I’m simply wondering . . . You know, we’re all climbing the same mountain, only 
perhaps there’s several ways of finding our way to the top.’ 
The priest stood up, furious: ‘I wonder if you’re not losing your mind, Baptistin. 
[236] You’re really getting on my nerves. You, a friend I fought in the war with! 
Anyway, I came to tell you that last night I dined at the Arnauds’. Joseph’s no longer 
angry with you about the truffles. He even said that he had a high opinion of your son. 
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If Pierre didn’t have to leave for Paris, he would be agreeable to giving his daughter’s 
hand. This week, I’m going to make an appointment with the Director. I’ll let you know 
what he tells me. See you later. I’ve heard enough horrors this morning!’ 
The priest turned on his heel and left abruptly. But, after he’d gone a few metres, 
he couldn’t help turning around and calling out, ‘I don’t think you’re asking yourself the 
right questions at the moment. You’d be better off saying your prayers and coming to 
church to light a candle to beseech God to see that your mother is not too nasty to you. 
Pray that she helps you find water, otherwise . . .’ 
 
‘That’s starting to get deep,’ said Benjamin. 
‘Bloody hell, digging here in this heat!’ exclaimed Portalès. At noon when 
the angelus sounded, all the men had come to lean over in a circle around the pit and 
were commenting on the diviner’s work. Ficelle remained silent. Seated on his stone 
throne, his cap carelessly pushed back, he was smiling, with a satisfied expression. He 
looked like an indulgent landlord waiting for his subjects so that he could sort out some 
rural dispute. 
‘So, you’ve still not found any water?’ asked Causse’ 
Ficelle got up slowly and went over: ‘Have a little patience,’ he said. ‘I’ll start 
blasting this afternoon.’ 
‘You’re still offering the same wager?’ said Portalès 
‘You’re on!’ 
‘No, no . . .’ 
‘Actually, the earth is fairly deep, it’s not all rock,’ remarked Benjamin. 
‘I’m more than one metre seventy down!’ exclaimed Ficelle. 
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[237] He pointed at the small terrace above, ‘You see, the water passes under this 
bramble bush, crosses the land towards the chestnut tree and then comes back under this 
little wall before passing right through the middle of my well!’ 
Barbaste sniggered and said humorously, ‘Ficelle, if you ask me, you’ll have 
water in your hole when it rains. It’ll make a dam for you!’ 
A few chuckles erupted. Ficelle turned to Barbaste: ‘In the meantime, you’ll soon 
be the one “in a hole”, you’ll be in the clink52. I’ll come and visit you.’ 
‘Don’t start, you two,’ said Benjamin. ‘We’ve had enough of you.’ 
Ficelle turned around, pointed his finger at the tree and bellowed, ‘Why is that 
tree so magnificent in your opinion? Because it has its feet in the water! Apart from it, 
do you see anything here except grass and brambles?’ 
They all looked up, wide-eyed with surprise. Causse exclaimed, ‘It’s true, nobody 
tends that chestnut tree and yet every year, it has the best crop you could wish for!’ 
Portalès added reflectively, ‘It certainly looks like its roots have found water.’ 
‘Absolutely true, it has beautiful foliage!’ added Benjamin. ‘You can see it’s 
not affected by the drought.’ 
Barbaste was getting irritated: ‘All of that means nothing.’ 
‘Well then, bet me a barrel on it, you’ll win!’ exclaimed Ficelle. 
‘Nope . . . I don’t have any vines and I don’t make wine.’ 
Ficelle narrowed his eyes and smiled. ‘Fine, since no one wants to take up my 
wager, I’m wasting my time. So that’s it. I’m going to have my lunch. A few days from 
now, I’ll offer you a drink with the water from the spring.’ 
[238] Bing! . . . Bing! . . . Bing! . . . 
52 Here the speaker has made a play on words. Firstly he is talking about the hole that Ficelle has dug, 
then he suggests that Ficelle is about to go ‘au trou’ which he italicizes. Trou is a slang word for gaol in 
local parlance, similar to ‘clink’ in English, while to be ‘in a hole’ in English means to be in trouble.  
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Standing squarely on his spread feet, Ficelle lifted the large crow bar that he was 
holding with both hands and let it fall. He was working with the pointed end, repeating 
the movement incessantly. Ten, twenty, fifty times . . . Perseverance was necessary to 
make a cavity big enough to stuff it with explosives. But Ficelle had the patience of Job. 
Only the end result mattered. 
Bing! . . . Bing! . . . Bing! . . . 
Ficelle stopped when having chipped down to a depth of five or six centimetres,  
the crowbar was no longer cutting. He wiped his brow with the back of his sleeve, leant 
over, took the watering can placed at his feet and poured a little water into the opening. 
That made it easier to carve out. Then he turned the bar around and worked with the 
rounded end. The technique changed and the noise also. He was lifting his tool and 
letting it fall: Bing! Without slackening, he seized it with both hands and turned it 
rapidly Crrack . . . The flat and cutting end rounded out the opening and made it regular 
in diameter. 
Bing! crrack . . . Bing crrack . . . Bing! ccrack . . . 
‘That’s a hell of a job you’re doing, Ficelle!’ 
Ficelle lifted his dripping face: ‘Why, it’s old Arnaud.’ 
Joseph gave a little embarrassed smile, then explained, ‘I wanted to see you for a 
minute, if you have the time.’ 
‘But of course! I’m not in a hurry, I’m coming up. I’ve had plenty of visits 
today. This morning the priest, at lunchtime all the men, and you this afternoon. 
Elodie’s the only one I haven’t seen yet! But she lives nearby, and no doubt is spying on 
me whenever she gets the chance.’ 
On reaching the top, Ficelle unbuttoned his shirt: he really needed some air! 
‘That’s better, I’m dripping, a break’ll do me good.’ 
‘In this heat and at the bottom of that trench, I’m not surprised!’ 
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‘I don’t answer to anyone and no one’s forcing me to do it, y’ know!’ 
‘I see that you’ve really shored up the sides!’ observed Joseph. 
[239] ‘You have to. I’m going to let off the charges before nightfall, I don’t want it 
all to fall in!’ 
Joseph paused, visibly embarrassed. He cleared his throat: ‘You know, about the 
truffles, I got carried away about nothing. All I had to do was say no and it wouldn’t 
have gone any further . . . I’d had one too many pastis!’ 
‘Nah, you weren’t in the wrong; you’ve been renting your trees to Randon for 
so long. I knew that you wanted to get a new cart and stupidly I tried to take advantage 
of it, just to get up Barbaste’s nose.’ 
Joseph turned his back and showed his rucksack: ‘I have a flagon of cold wine. 
Shall we have a drink.’ 
‘Gladly,’ said Ficelle, turning over a bucket. ‘Here, sit down there, that’s the 
priest’s seat!’ 
‘Well, that’s why I’m here! What did that fellow tell you? I would very much 
like to know.’ 
‘Well, that if my son left for Paris permanently, I’d end up my life a lonely 
old fool, and that I’d never see my grandchildren. This morning, he told me that this 
week he would go to see the Director and afterwards he would give me an update. In 
short, he got me all muddled up and now I don’t know what to think. And then I made 
him angry by saying some things to him that he didn’t like. But I was only expressing 
some ideas that keep running around in my head.’ 
‘Me too, he bamboozled me!’ Joseph added. ‘Yesterday he and Alice came to 
our house for dinner. I think my wife had planned it with him. And let me tell you, I’ll 
explain what it was like: “Isn’t Pierre nice? These youngsters love each other!” Even 
Alice added her little piece: “What a lovely young man, he would give you beautiful 
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grandchildren!” Coming from her, it set me back on my arse! In short, I had no choice 
but to give my agreement to the discussion!’ 
The two men fell silent. After a pause, Ficelle said, ‘When it all boils down, we’re 
just a pair of old fools. This priest is leading us around by the nose. Personally, I think 
[240] Pierre has a unique opportunity to get himself well set up in Paris. Opportunities 
like that don’t come up every day.’ 
Head down, Joseph scraped the ground with his foot. He said miserably, ‘Well, if 
Colette leaves, I don’t know what will become of me and Béatrice.’ 
Ficelle took the bottle, poured some wine down his throat and said pensively, 
‘You know, Joseph, I see the young people leaving. I wonder if they want to live a hard 
life like their parents. When they see a bit of what life’s like elsewhere . . .’ 
Arnaud pushed his cap back nervously: ‘If the young people leave, this region 
will become a desert! Don’t you care if Pierre leaves?’ 
‘I’m saying the priest made me question . . .’ 
‘So what are you going to do?’ 
Ficelle spread his arms with a helpless air: ‘Firstly, wait and see what he says to 
us once he’s seen the Director!’ 
Joseph shifted around on his bucket: ‘I used to be a carefree soul! Now, my wife 
and the priest have succeeded in filling my head with dark thoughts!’ 
‘You know, I’d like to think that the youngsters can be happy without Pierre 
sacrificing his future. We’re not in an easy situation.’ 
‘Well, I’ll do the same as you and wait. Since we’re no longer in charge of 
our own children!’ 
He got up. Before moving off, he gestured despairingly and sighed: ‘However 




My Approach to the Translation of Chronique d’un été cévenol 
 
Introduction 
This chapter comments in some detail on the particular problems that arise in the 
translation of René Barral’s novel and the approach I took to dealing with them. 
To capture the ‘voice’ of René Barral in translating his novel Chronique d’un été 
cévenol (Chronique 2000), my primary aim is to evoke, as far as possible, in the target-
language (TL) reader the same emotional response and create the same visual imagery 
and experience of the climate, the natural features of the landscape, and the constructed 
landscape as the source-text (ST) would evoke in a reader in the source language (SL). 
The objective is also to faithfully capture for the English reader the rustic, colourful and 
picaresque personalities of the protagonists of the episodes described in these pages, as 
far as possible, with all their superstitions, lack of education and ways of relating to the 
world, including their thought processes and the manner in which they express 
themselves. The passages of dialogue are key to capturing the characteristics of the 
protagonists. 
The challenge with translating the dialogue includes how the translator can best 
recreate in English the popular and colloquial forms of expression, and translating 
words or phrases that have a meaning peculiar to the region or to speakers of the village 
dialect, including invented words. Underlying all this is the task of capturing in the TL 
the voice of the third-person narrator, a raconteur par excellence who writes with 
humour, tenderness, a keen ear for dialogue, and a canny facility for evoking the 
eccentricity of the members of his extended family and their neighbours who embody a 
way of life that has essentially disappeared. 
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For both French and English readers these stories relate to an era within living 
memory. However, due to the backwardness and isolation of these Cévenol villages, the 
way of life depicted is as far removed and alien as tales from an era and way of life very 
much more distant in time and place. Barral himself observes that while there were only 
14 kilometres between the central village of the novel, Saint Bresson, and the nearest 
medium-sized-town (Ganges), the difference in the amenities and way of life of the 
inhabitants in 1950 was as stark as the difference today between those of contemporary 
Ganges and a tiny village in the depths of a third-world country. In Ganges in the 1950s, 
even the houses of very poor people were equipped with running water, electricity, a 
long-drop toilet and a wood or charcoal briquette-burning heater to warm the main 
living area, and the doors and windows fitted securely. By contrast, in Saint Bresson, 
the houses had no running water, no electricity and no toilet of any description. The 
only form of heating was an open fireplace. No matter how many inhabitants lived in 
the house, whether there were four, six or ten, when it came to the washing up, there 
would be only one pitcher of water for washing and one for rinsing. In Saint Bresson, 
only one resident had a motor vehicle, hence the opportunity that residents had to visit, 
socialize or conduct commercial transactions with other towns was minimal and any 
such interactions generally occurred on foot. Equally, because Saint Bresson, like 
numerous similar Cévenol villages, not much bigger than a hamlet, was located in 
steeply rugged, infertile terrain where access was served by little more that a goat track, 
outside visitors and passing trade were all but non-existent. To this day, the remoteness 
and difficulty of access lead to suspicion verging on hostility to the outsider and retard 
the transmission of modern developments in thinking or amenities. 
The unique religious history of the Cévennes must be noted. The region has long 
had a significant Huguenot population and became a Protestant stronghold during the 
reign of Louis XIV. André Chamson, for example, was deeply influenced by his 
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protestant upbringing. However, Saint Bresson was one of only a tiny handful of 
Cévenol villages that remained devoutly Catholic throughout all the religious upheavals. 
The Cévennes region has no administrative or political identity. Rather, it is 
characterized by its precipitous and rugged geography, its alternating shale and 
limestone geology, its wild forest vegetation and its rural way of life, including the 
emblematic chestnut and mulberry trees, which were at different times central to the 
local economy. The monks settled the area around the eighth century and developed two 
techniques to start the taming of the wilderness. Firstly they introduced terracing of the 
steep hillsides to enable them to be cultivated. Secondly they grafted Italian chestnut 
trees onto the local wild rootstock to create what is still known today as l’arbre à pain, 
literally ‘the bread tree’. For centuries, chestnuts were the principal source of 
nourishment for people and animals. The sixteenth century saw the introduction of the 
mulberry tree or l’arbre d’or (the tree of gold). The leaves of this tree, used exclusively 
to feed silkworms, brought considerable wealth to the region as the silk industry 
flourished in the main towns on the plain. 
The author attributes the sustained, albeit modest, commercial success of this 
book and its ongoing appeal to the fact that many of his readers have a family heritage 
that dates back to the migration to the cities and to the disappearance of the rural 
subsistence economy. Hence they love to read about how their forebears lived, how they 
dressed, what they ate, their homes, the nature of their work, the harvests, the festivities, 
the wakes. Barral remarked to me, in one of our discussions, that a Parisian reader had 
commented to him, J’apprécie vos livres parce que vous faites, avec des personnages 
simples de la vie quotidienne, des héros de la ‘France Profonde’. 
The French have a romantic and mythical attachment to La France Profonde 
which has a degree of similarity to the attachment that urban Australians have to the 
Australian outback. Many Australians, including those who have never seen or travelled 
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to the outback, believe that the ‘outback’ somehow represents the real and quintessential 
Australia and that the inhabitants of the ‘outback’ embody the quintessential Australian 
values, way of life and what it means to be Australian. Similarly, many French people 
believe that the way of life of the French paysan, with his attachment to his terroir and 
his pays, embodies what it is to be truly French. Indeed this is a view that appears to be 
held by both Giono and Chamson. The difference from the Australian context is that 
while in Australia the Outback connotes isolation, mystery and potentially danger to the 
city dweller, in France a large number of urban dwellers have secondary houses in the 
rural France Profonde and/or they regularly spend their holidays in the rural 
countryside and have a deep familiarity and comfort with it.   
 
Attachment to pays 
In relation to words that have a special meaning in the source culture, Nida has 
observed: 
Intraorganismic meanings suffer most in the process of translating, for they 
depend so largely upon the total cultural context of the language in which they 
are used, and hence are not readily transferable to other language-culture 
contexts (Nida 2004: 154). 
I touch on the concept of pays which is a common element in the three novels 
studied, in Chapter 1. The notion of pays is certainly at the heart of Chronique d’un été 
cévenol. While it has a simple dictionary referential meaning which equates more or 
less to the target-language (TL) word ‘country’, it is a word which has highly complex 
emotional overtones not dissimilar to the meaning which the Australian Aboriginal 
people attach to the notion of ‘country’. This is well summarized in the following 
passage attributed to Tania Major of the Kokoberra people that was quoted on a 
billboard introducing an exhibition of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Art held at 
the British Museum in 2015: 
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Aboriginal people and Torres Strait Islanders use the word country to 
describe their profound connection with place. Country embodies the spirit 
ancestors who made the land, sea and all living creatures, as well as the 
knowledge, stories and responsibilities tied to those places. [ . . . ] People 
know their country intimately, recognizing the marks left on the land by their 
spirit ancestors. They understand the seasonal locations of plants, animals and 
water. Time is cyclical not linear [ . . . ] Country is fundamental to both 
identity and well-being [ . . . ] every tree, rock and waterhole has significance. 
There are echoes of this attachment to the soil in Barral’s novel. For example, 
Laurent reflects on the knowledge of his uncle: 
Cultures, friches, coupes de bois, limites, sources, sentiers, truffières, 
n’avaient aucun secret pour lui […] Barbaste connaissait par cœur les caves 
à lapins, les passages de lièvres ou les “tènements de sangliers”. Il devinait à 
partir d’une simple trace sur le sol, s’il s’agissait d’un mâle ou d’une femelle, 
son poids approximatif, ses trajets, ses habitudes (Chronique 45). 
In another example of this attachment, in a Cévenol village I came across the following 
quotation from Jeanne Azéma displayed on a sign at the entrance to the village which 
read: 
J’ai connu vos parents, j’ai vu naître leurs pères, j’ai été le témoin de ce que 
fut leur vie; comme eux, restez fidèles à notre vieille terre, comme moi 
accrochez vos racines au pays. 
Almost exactly this sentiment is expressed by Colette in Barral’s novel when she says: 
Est-ce que tu réalises comme nous sommes enracinés dans cette terrre ? Elle 
nous a vu naître, elle nous a nourris comme elle a nourri nos parents, nos 
grands parents et tous nos ancêtres. Pierre, comme j’aimerais que nos 
enfants naissent ici ! (219). 
This profound attachment to pays often leads to the personification of the natural 
world and to pantheism, most notably in the so-called Pan trilogy of Giono but also in 




[J]’ai l’impression de toucher, de regarder et de sentir les humeurs de ma 
mère […] Nous vivons sur la terre où nous sommes nés. Elle nous nourrit, 
nous abreuve de son eau, nous chauffe du bois de ses forêts […] Quand je 
trouve l’eau, j’en ai la chair de poule, cela me donne l’impression de voir 
couler les veines de ma mère! C’est comme quand je ramasse une truffe, je 
pense que la terre me réserve le meilleur d’elle-même : un fruit destiné aux 
initiés, à ceux qui l’aiment, la comprennent, la respectent… Finalement 
quand je mourrai, je serai bien tranquille puisque je saurai que je retourne 
dans le ventre de ma mère (234–5). 
 
Landscape, climate, tools and equipment 
The introduction to a Chronique d’un été cévenol is generally more evocative, 
poetic and emotional in tone than the body of the book. The language of the 
introduction  reveals the author’s deep love of this region. Here he uses imaginative 
descriptors as well as terms which are distinctively local or have distinctively local 
usage and which are not always readily translatable into English. 
As outlined in Chapter 1 of this thesis, the introduction of Barral’s novel 
introduces many of the features of the Cévennes which comprise its distinctive regional 
character: the mountainous terrain, the climate, the poverty and the spirit of fierce 
resistance, introversion and independence in its people. 
In the mid 1950s when this novel was set, there were no mechanized farming 
practices. Springs were dug out by hand with the occasional aid of a little dynamite, 
water was retained in manually built reservoirs and channelled to farm plots in hand-
dug ditches or transported by hand in buckets. The stone-walled terraces on the steep 
hillsides were built by hand. The rudimentary farming tools were hand-made from local 
materials and the houses had neither running water nor electricity. It was a subsistence 
economy. 
I have absorbed the observations of Lauren Leighton and Stephen Straight which I 
have quoted in Chapter 1. They underline the importance, when seeking to capture the 
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author’s voice, of being fully conversant with the cultivation techniques, tools and 
equipment and the particular way the words Barral chooses are used in the region. 
The techniques for farming the ubiquitous terraces in the Cévennes have no equivalent 
in many Anglophone communities; and hence capturing this important cultural 
difference for the TL reader together with the sheer intensity of the manual efforts 
required is vital to the accurate evocation of Barral’s world. 
 
Place names 
Some translators might consider it appropriate to translate place names used in the 
ST, with English names which convey the information contained in the SL name. For 
example ‘The Flats’ could be used to represent Les Aires, in the TT. This would 
constitute an adaptation. I have taken the view that, as the novel is set in the Cévennes, 
and as these are quintessentially French regional stories, and that is what constitutes 
their charm and interest, anglicization of place names is inappropriate and unnecessary 
for the TL reader. However, in some instances where the meaning of the place name 
embodies important information and where the French term may not be familiar to an 
English reader, I have used an explanatory footnote, particularly if the name includes a 
dialect term and the author himself has footnoted it. An example of this is the 
emblematic fishing hole known as Le Gour Noir (26). The author footnotes the Occitan 
term gour, defining it as a still stretch of water that is wide and deep. Another example 
is the frequent references to la fontaine la plus lointe as something of a landmark. The 
word fontaine is unambiguously a spring-fed well where the villagers collected their 
household water. Lointe is clearly related to the French loin, but is not to be found in the 
main Occitan dictionaries. In the references to this landmark, I have elected to translate 
the reference and simply use the term ‘the furthest well’ where it occurs, as the 
referential content of the place name is important and I judged that retaining and 
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explaining the etymology of the local term was not. Other very common regional place 
names which have an inherent descriptive meaning and occur in Barral’s novel include 
the aforementioned Les Aires. Aire is a conventional French word but the regional name 
is probably drawn from the Occitan aira meaning a flat piece of ground for threshing 
grain or more simply a flat area denuded of vegetation. Other such names include, La 
Borie (from the Occitan la boria meaning a farm), La Moure or les Mourets (from the 
Occitan morres designating a place in an elevated location) and Le Mas (from the Latin 
mansus, ‘a feudal term designating a rural holding occupied by a sole tenant.’ The term 
often designates a collection of buildings and dwellings constituting a hamlet). Paul 
Fabre’s Dictionnaire des noms de lieux des Cévennes provides a useful reference in 
understanding the origins of these local names (Fabre 2009). I have retained these 
common regional names in the interests of maintaining the ST sense of place, without 
burdening the reader with footnotes, as either the meaning is clear from the context, or 
the fact that they have a referential meaning is not vital to the appreciation of the story. 
 
Names and terms of address 
The narrator frequently uses the French cultural practice of referring to the 
characters in his stories by their occupation, appearance or titles rather than by their 
given name or surname. Additionally, the nicknames given to the characters in the book 
are a study in themselves and pose an extra complication in translation. The first 
decision I had to make as translator was whether to adopt the French practice of 
referring to protagonists by their occupation or title. For example, rather than being 
referred to by his given name, which we do not find out until Chapter 18, the priest is 
usually referred to by the narrator and by the other characters as simply le prêtre, le 
curé, or sometimes l’abbé, and, when being addressed in direct speech, monsieur le 
curé. Similarly, the mayor is referred to as le maire or in direct address, monsieur le 
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maire. Baptistin Fabre is often referred to as le sourcier or ‘the water diviner’ rather 
than by his nickname Ficelle, his given name Baptistin, or his family name, Fabre, 
while Clovis Randon is routinely referred to as le braconnier meaning ‘the poacher’ 
rather than by his nickname Barbaste, his given name, Clovis, or his family name 
Randon. In chapter 14, entitled Un marchand ambulant trop bavard, the first challenge 
of translation is to find an appropriate translation for un marchand ambulant. A direct 
translation might be ‘a travelling salesman’ but this term has different associations in 
English which are absent in the source text. The term in the source text refers to a trader 
who goes from village to village on a regular schedule, setting up a stand in the market 
place or a public area and selling a wide variety of clothing, fabrics and goods from his 
vehicle, usually a van. I have selected the term ‘street-vendor’ ahead of ‘hawker or 
pedlar’ as probably the closest equivalent in English although this doesn’t capture the 
fact that the trader sells the goods directly from his vehicle (which may also serve as a 
changing room for trying on garments). The descriptive trop bavard (literally, 
‘excessively talkative’) is simply meant to convey the idea that the trader was gossipy 
or indiscreet. Accordingly I have entitled Chapter 14 ‘An Indiscreet Street-Vendor’. In 
keeping with the French practice outlined above, in several places the character is 
referred to by his profession as simply le marchand. Rather than continue on each 
occasion that the term le marchand is used to translate it with ‘the street-vendor’, or ‘the 
trader’, I have also used his name (see below). The Occitan term, lo pehlarot, is used by 
one of the characters to refer to the same person, which the author translates into the 
French le chiffonnier. This same character also bears the nickname le Gisclet and is 
addressed in reported dialogue as Gisclet. If unfamiliar with local terms, one could 
easily draw the conclusion that his surname is Gisclet and then puzzle about why he is 
sometimes called Le Gisclet, sometimes Monsieur Gisclet and sometimes just Gisclet 
and hence whether the man’s surname is actually Monsieur Le Gisclet or Monsieur 
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Gisclet. The reader could certainly get the impression from the text that his name is 
Monsieur Le Gisclet, but in fact this is not the case. It is a variant of the French way of 
naming someone le curé, or le braconnier rather than using their name, especially their 
given name. The term le gisclet involves a highly specific regional usage. The author 
informs me that it was the man’s nickname, referring to his puny appearance, the 
regional word gisclet meaning malingre (‘puny’, ‘small’ or ‘frail’) in French. In 
Provençal gisclet is a term for a very small and weak trickle of water. In the typical 
French way, the descriptive term has been turned into a nickname meaning ‘the puny 
one’. Note that when Antonia addresses him directly she calls him Gisclet, whereas 
when he is referred to in the narrative, it becomes le Gisclet. The author has not himself 
footnoted this unusual nickname. I have added an explanatory footnote and to avoid 
confusion I have consistently used Gisclet rather than the mixture of le Gisclet and 
Gisclet used by the author. Elsewhere characters are variously referred to by such 
descriptives as le vieux, la petite, les jeunes, les petites, le garçon, and le jeune homme 
rather than their actual names. Clearly, for the most part, this French practice, which is 
ubiquitous, at least in rural villages, is not an approach that has widespread use in 
spoken or written English and adopting it in the translation would sound like 
‘translationese’. Hence, I have generally substituted the person’s given or family name, 
where it is known and is appropriate to the context, as one would do in English. In 
relation to nicknames, throughout the translation, I have retained the French nicknames, 
as I have with Gisclet, for example, Barbaste and Ficelle, rather than attempt to 
anglicize them. These often refer to the bearers’ physical appearance and character and 
are quite colourful. The author often footnotes or explains them. Where he has done so I 
have done likewise in the target text. 
The French custom of not referring to people by name in the source text carries 
through to when individuals are directly addressing each other in greeting. This remains 
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current practice, particularly in the time warp of the small mountain villages of the 
Cévennes where given or family names are almost never used by local residents (unless 
they have lived in the larger cities or travelled abroad). Rather, impersonal referents or 
forms of address are used. Villagers rarely address each other by their given names even 
when they know each other relatively well. Instead, they will say Bonjour Madame, 
Bonjour Monsieur or Bonjour Monsieur-Dame (a short-hand way of saying, Bonjour 
Monsieur Bonjour Madame) or bonjour sieurs/dames (an abbreviation of messieurs, 
mesdames). While in English you might adopt a similar usage when greeting a group, 
saying ‘good evening gentlemen’ or ‘good evening ladies’, it is generally not at all the 
current practice to address friends and acquaintances so formally in spoken English. In 
my view it would appear jarring and artificial in the target text. Further, although it is a 
typical manner of speaking, to my mind it would strike a quite different register to the 
racy and lively ‘voice’ of the French raconteur because such formal terms of address 
(which are not regarded as formal in the village context) would create an impression of 
formality in the target text which is not present in the original, and would constitute a 
distraction and seem stilted. Hence, when reporting informal conversation, I have 
generally used the individual’s given name as one would in Anglophone cultures. 
However, in more formal situations, for example where the gendarmes are interrogating 
a suspect, I have retained the use of ‘Monsieur’ on its own or ‘Monsieur Randon’. In 
these cases I have also, for the reasons outlined in Chapter 1, deliberately retained the 
French term of address rather than domesticate it to ‘Sir’ or ‘Mr Randon.’ 
A slightly different issue arises when the villagers use formal terms of address 
such as Monsieur le maire and Monsieur le curé to address office-holders with whom 
they have a friendly, familiar and day-to-day relationship. In the case of the priest, 
‘Father’ is the obvious solution; in the case of the mayor, depending on the context, I 
have generally used his given name in direct address as one would in an English-
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speaking culture. Similarly when Ficelle exclaims tiens, le père Arnaud ! to welcome 
his close acquaintance Joseph Arnaud, the formula which fitted best was ‘Why, its old 
Arnaud!’ 
While the use of people’s real names in some situations constitutes a significant 
domestication, I consider it necessary and justifiable in the interests of being sensitive to 
the register of the source text. It is arguable that some TL readers would be familiar 
with the French practice but I judged that retaining the French approach in every 
instance would sound very stilted and peculiar in English. 
The novel also features a variety of terms of address and endearment within 
families and close relationships. Each one requires a decision for the translator. In 
Chronique, the small child Laurent uses the term mamé to address his grandmother. The 
question arises as to whether to use the French term, which may not be known to 
Anglophone readers, although the context makes the meaning clear, or to use an 
English-language equivalent such as ‘Grannie’, ‘Granma’, ‘Gran’, ‘Nanna’ or ‘Nan’. 
Similarly with the term Papa, used by Pierre to address his father, one can retain the 
French Papa, or one can use one of the English substitutes including terms such as 
‘Father’, ‘Dad’, ‘Daddy’ or ‘Pa’. In the case of the French Maman, the English 
translation could include ‘Mum’, ‘Ma’, ‘Mummy’ or ‘Mother’ inter alia. I have chosen 
to retain the common French terms used for Maman and Papa. The meaning of these 
terms is known to all Anglophones. This approach retains the ‘Frenchness’, has the 
advantage of not risking altering the register of the original text and avoids the dilemma 
of choosing between the alternative English terms, each of which risks contributing to a 
particular register or being associated with a particular nationality, as these are self- 
explanatory in what the reader knows is a French context. With Mamé I considered 
there was a risk of confusion with Maman and decided to use the neutral English 
equivalent of ‘Gran’. 
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Laurent also uses less well-known terms for other family members. For example, 
he uses the child’s term tonton to refer to or to address his uncles when he is speaking to 
them directly. This child’s term for an uncle has no direct childish equivalent in English 
but loses nothing by being translated as ‘uncle’ in the target text as this is quite a neutral 
term of address in the TL used by adults and children alike. I have chosen not to 
preserve the term tonton in my translation as it is not particularly well known to English 
speakers, is not essential to the register of the dialogue and using the term ‘uncle’ 
creates no distraction. The term fiston is used by various speakers to address or refer to 
a youthful male, usually but not always a relative, for example Clovis to his nephew 
Laurent, or Ficelle to his son Pierre (123). Pierre also uses the term to refer to his son in 
the third person as le fiston. The meaning of this French term is not necessarily obvious 
to Anglophones and in my view is better translated. It may not always require a 
consistent translation in English, depending on the context. In most cases, ‘my boy’ or 
‘son’ captures the meaning but in some cases something like ‘sonny’, ‘sonny boy, 
‘young fella’ or ‘the young fella’ might be appropriate. Colette is also addressed by her 
mother affectionately rather than formally by terms such as ma fille. This could be 
translated in English literally as ‘my daughter’ or ‘my girl’; but its use in the source text 
is far from being so formal in register and this is not the appropriate register in 
translation. An Anglophone mother would be more likely to say ‘my dearest’ or 
‘sweetheart’ in an affectionate and intimate exchange. 
 
Greetings 
The French tend to use a number of courteous expressions when greeting family 
or friends, which do not always correspond to an equivalent term in English. Bonjour, 
literally ‘good day’ can also translate, among many other possibilities, to any of ‘hello’, 
‘good morning’ or ‘good afternoon’. Bonsoir or ‘good evening’ may be used by 
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villagers in greeting any time after noon. Once again, while at times the literal 
translation may sometimes be appropriate in English, at other times it would be quite 
out of place due to its relative formality. I have often not translated these everyday 
greetings from the French to avoid unnecessary domestication and because bonjour and 
bonsoir are well understood terms. 
 
Dialogue 
One of the most challenging aspects of the translation of Chronique d’un été 
cévenol is the translation of dialogue. In Chapter 1, I have reviewed the observations 
and advice of several theorists including Kornei Chukovsky. In addition to the 
observations cited in Chapter 1, he warns: 
[A]mong the problems of the translator’s art there is one which is 
exceptionally difficult. It has remained unsolved to this day, both in theory 
and practice. For that matter, it is unlikely that a solution is possible, even 
though one is desperately needed. The problem is this: how is one to translate 
colloquial speech? How is one to translate dialects? 
(Chukovsky 1984: 118). 
In my translation, I have subscribed to the view taken by several of the theorists 
cited in Chapter 1, including Chukovsky, that I should not shy away from the challenge 
of rendering the peculiarities of colloquial speech and extra-literary language, but that I 
needed to take a fairly moderate and conservative approach. 
Much of the humour and atmosphere in Barral’s novel relies on the raconteur’s 
detailed rendition of the dialogue between the protagonists of the novel, who for the 
most part, are of a low socio-economic class, have not been educated much beyond 
primary school and who express themselves in colloquial language. Their colloquial 
language includes all the elements of non-standard speech enumerated by Chukovsky 
and Leighton (see Chapter 1). The speakers use language which reflects their 
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geographical location, the era in which the stories are set, their social class and level of 
education, their culture and their idiolect. The dialogue also contains exclamatory 
interjections and onomatopoeia, puns and plays on words, all of which are notoriously 
difficult to translate. 
My approach was to translate as many as possible of the colloquial expressions 
and other elements of irregular speech into the target language with formulae in a 
similar register, choosing language and expressions which are common to a large range 
of English dialects, and recognizable as rural, regional or uneducated without having a 
strong association with any particular English-speaking country or region. In this regard 
I had recourse to theorists such as Michael Henry Heim in his essay on Varieties of 
English for the Literary Translator in A Companion to Translation Studies (Heim 2014) 
cited in Chapter 1. 
A further issue is that in translating slang it is important not only to get the 
register right for the speaker, the region, the socio-economic class and both the 
addressee of the remarks and the intended reader, but also to guard against 
anachronisms and to avoid using slang or colloquial terms that are either archaic or too 
modern. As we know, colloquial and slang language evolve rapidly from decade to 
decade and even from year to year. The challenge is to make sure the language is 
appropriate to the era and yet still intelligible to a contemporary reader. 
I review below some specific problems that arose in the translation of the 
extensive passages of dialogue in Barral’s novel under various headings. While the 
examples given are by no means exhaustive, I have dealt with them in some detail. 
 
Exclamations and interjections 
In the chapters I have chosen for translation I identified at least forty-five 
exclamations, which, with few exceptions, have no direct equivalent in English. Some 
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such as Ah and Oh sometimes play different roles in the two languages. Barral’s 
speakers also use an extensive variety of special exclamatory phonemes such as eh, bé, 
euh, hé, ah, té and pouah. These words often encompass onomatopoeia. A further 
category of interjections or exclamations, which are problematic from the point of view 
of the translator, are words that are used in both French and Occitan such as pardi and 
va (and also té). Finally, there are the words which have a standard meaning but when 
used as interjections, they express a mental state such as anger or frustration, such as 
digue. 
 
i) Exclamations with no defined meaning 
One category of exclamations includes those that have no grammatical meaning. 
Many of them are sounds as opposed to words. They do, however, play an important 
role in conveying an attitude or the force of an emotion. They may in some instances be 
drawn from animal or human noises. Since they are French phonemes they are also 
intrinsic to the ‘Frenchness’ of the dialogue and hence very difficult to render in the 
target text. I propose to deal with these in some detail. 
With these I pursued two objectives. Firstly to capture the meaning of what the 
exclamation is intended to express and secondly to identify among the various 
exclamations in the target language which ones might be used to convey the same 
attitude or emotion, to find the expression which is most similar to the sound of the 
exclamation in French, recognizing that in the source text they often have an 
onomatopoeic character. For example, the expression aïe is used in the ST constituting a 
typical expression of pain in the SL (see Chronique page 24). Sometimes the utterance 
is repeated several times, for example on page 222 of Chronique; and on at least one 
other occasion, the repetition is reinforced by the addition of hou la la (25), with the 
spelling of hou instead of the more conventional oh or ooh serving to add emphasis to 
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the severity of the pain in the exclamation through its pronunciation. The closest 
equivalent in English is ‘ow’ or ‘oww’, which I preferred to ‘ouch’, as the latter 
contains a consonantal sound which is not present in the ST. However, in French, the 
same word, aïe, can be used to express distress, concern or a sudden dawning of 
comprehension, as it is when used by the priest on page 174 of the ST. There is 
arguably an equivalent of this in English where a person might say ‘aie yaie yaie’, but 
this is perhaps not commonly enough employed to avoid being seen as peculiar and 
perhaps ambiguous by many readers in the target language. Hence I have chosen to 
translate this particular usage of aïe with the unambiguous expression of dismay, ‘oh 
dear oh dear!’ This has the advantage of being an appropriate register for a priestly 
exclamation but could be seen to involve a degree of translation loss as it is blander and 
less evocative than the ST expression. 
On page 27 of the ST, Laurent exclaims Pouah expressing disgust at the smell of 
a rotting sheep’s head that is to be used in a trap for fresh-water crayfish and at the idea 
that one might eat the crayfish after the latter have eaten the rotting meat. I considered 
using the TL exclamation ‘pew’ or ‘pee-yew’ to convey disgust at the foul odour which 
would have some similarity to the ST, but elected instead to use ‘yuck’ as a more 
general expression of disgust, as it was not only the odour but the idea of eating the 
crayfish afterwards which disgust Laurent. It also has an appropriately childish register. 
A short time later (29) Laurent uses Peuh! to express his disdain at Benjamin’s 
catch. This lends itself to ‘Puh’ in the target language, a similar sounding phoneme, 
with an equivalent sense of disdain. 
On page 23 Mathilde emphasizes, Fais bien attention au petit, hein? I have 
translated this quintessentially French nasal phoneme with the more neutral ‘eh’ as the 
hein sound doesn’t exist in English and similarly ‘eh’ fulfills the purpose including 
when it is uttered by Pierre on page 48 of the ST. 
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Several speakers throughout the various passages of dialogue express hesitation or 
embarrassment by the brief euh. This sound is undoubtedly more of a grunt when 
spoken in the source language and is generally well suited to the burly, inarticulate, 
rural characters who utter it. It is difficult to find an equivalent sound in the TL which 
adequately conveys this mixture of hesitation, embarrassment and being at a gruff loss 
for words. For example the sound is uttered several times by Barbaste when he appears 
before the judge (198-9). Given that I could not identify a precise English equivalent, 
one of the obvious English utterances of ‘er’, ‘err’, ‘ur’ or ‘umm’ seems the most 
appropriate choice. By way of example, on page 89, Fernand Randon utters an awkward 
Euh as he hesitates before answering the question being posed to him. Here, a hesitant 
‘Err’ in the target text conveys his hesitancy and embarrassment. Similarly, on page 41 
the exclamation Euh is used at the beginning of the sentence by Raynaud to express 
hesitation and discomfiture when asked to explain what has been said to put Mathilde 
into such an anxious state. I have chosen to simply omit this exclamation, as to begin 
the sentence with ‘Er’ in the target text, would not add anything given that the narrative 
has already stated that the officers were visibly discomfited. 
The Occitan expression Bé is used on page 49 and also appears as Eh bé on pages 
39, 173 and 219 inter alia. The attitude or meaning conveyed by these two expressions 
varies quite a lot depending on the context. Essentially the word bé, which Lou tresor 
dóu Felibrige (10252) cites without the acute accent, is used in a similar way and in an 
equally diverse range of situations to the French bien. It derives from the Occitan bèn. 
On page 39 Laurent is somewhat taken aback when he utters Eh bé which I have 
translated as ‘Oh my!’. But when Ficelle introduces the explanation of his accident with 
Bé on page 49 his attitude is more one of embarrassed hesitation, equivalent to ‘err’ or 
‘um’ in English. On page 173 when Mathilde uses the expression eh bé it is closer to the 
French Eh bien or simply ‘Well’ in English. 
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An equally succinct exclamation is té, which Lou tresor dóu Felibrige (20966) 
and other Occitan dictionaries cite with a grave accent rather than the acute accent used 
by Barral. This expression, which comes from the Occitan tèn is used on numerous 
occasions, in a similar way to the French tiens, which is also used frequently in the 
source text, both expressions serving to emphasize the accompanying statement, 
assertion or observation or to express surprise. There is no ‘one size fits all’ translation 
as the force and signification of the expression depends on the context. See for example 
Chronique, pages 19, 182, 202, 211, 234 and 238. In these instances, I have used such 
diverse translation solutions as ‘mark my words’, ‘and that’s a fact’, ‘there you go’, 
‘listen’, ‘let me tell you’ and ‘why’ as in ‘why, its old Arnaud!’ to capture this versatile 
exclamation. 
The expression va is used in a similar way (52) to insist on what has just been 
said. In the target language it is equivalent to ‘So there!’ or ‘I’m telling you’, or ‘that’s 
for sure’. In this instance, I have turned the sentence around slightly and introduced it 
with a ‘Mind you’ adding ironic emphasis to Causse’s jocular observation about 
Barbaste’s hunting and poaching skills. 
Bof is used regularly throughout the dialogue to signify a dismissive attitude. 
Hence whereas many of the other expressions are designed to underline or emphasize 
the associated sentence, bof is intended to convey variously a casual, dismissive, self-
effacing, indifferent, or an ‘it’s nothing’ type of attitude. There is really nothing 
analogous to this exclamation in English. ‘Meh’ might be considered to have an 
equivalent usage, but this is an expression that has definite North American associations 
and has only been in popular use since the 1990s. Depending on the nuances of the 
context, in each instance I have used a slightly different solution to translate this very 
culturally specific interjection (See for example, Chronique pages 50, 121, 183, 231 and 
237). On page 50, when Ficelle says Bof, j’en ai vu d’autres he is responding to the 
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mayor in a boastful way which I have translated as ‘Reckon I’ve found a few of them!’ 
Then on page 120 Pierre says Bof, je m’ennuie à rien faire, where bof is intended not so 
much to convey indifference as a degree of casual emphasis. Hence I have translated it 
as ‘Dammit, I get bored’. However, on Page 183 Gisclet uses the expression to convey 
casual indifference in an effort to quieten the lively curiosity he has excited. Here, I 
have translated Bof, une bricole, as ‘Oh, never mind, it was nothing.’ 
The exclamation eh is usually used in French in a composite form, for example eh 
bien but sometimes it is used by a speaker on its own. For example on page 112, Pierre 
says Eh, sept kilomètres de côte à vélo avec la chaleur qu’il fait, ça réchauffe! In some 
instances it could be translated by the same word in English or by ‘Hey’, but here the 
meaning would be a bit obscure. As Pierre is explaining and seeking to excuse his being 
soaked in sweat, the most appropriate translation of the exclamation in this context is 
‘Well, seven kilometres uphill on a bike in this heat makes you hot!’. On page 52, in 
another jocular exchange the same sound is written Hé. This could have been translated 
with the similar ‘Hey’ in English but in context the exclamation ‘Hang on!’ fits the 
context better. 
The exclamation Ah is used inter alia on pages 90, 118, and 173. Sometimes the 
identical exclamation can be used in English (where it is intended to convey realization 
or understanding) but on other occasions it has a different sense. On page 118 it is used 
as a query to elicit an explanation of the preceding assertion and on page 173 it is used 
by Mathilde to express a mild sense of apologetic dismay. In each case, the equivalent 
in the target language is not ‘Ah’ but the English phoneme ‘Oh’. When ah! becomes Ah 
bon ? (172) it has the sense of ‘No, really?’ in English. 
By contrast with Ah, the English ‘Oh’ usually works as a translation of the 
frequently used exclamation Oh in the source text. However, the simple Oh frequently 
becomes the opening syllable of the quintessentially French and culturally specific 
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exclamation Oh là là. This expression posed quite a dilemma for me. Initially, I 
reasoned that the meaning of this expression would be well understood by an English 
reader to the point where its utterance is almost a caricature of ‘Frenchness’ and would 
not be out of line with the target language reader’s expectations of a novel set in France. 
On further reflection, I considered that the English reader generally understands the 
expression as being more typically employed in a context where it is expressing ironic 
admiration or sometimes saucy sexiness. In the ST it is never used in this sense. Instead 
it is used to express emphasis or surprise. For example it is used on page 23 simply as 
an exclamation to add emphasis, and hence I have chosen to translate it with a simple 
‘Oh!’ as more fitting to the context. In the subsequent chapter, Mathilde recounts an 
event to which Laurent is responding with surprise and dismay (39). Here I have 
translated it as ‘Oh dear!’ My final decision not to replicate any of the utterances of ‘oh 
là là’ in the TT was based on a concern not to have an expression in the text which 
might be misconstrued or just seem out of place. 
On page 24 the word chut appears twice as well as elsewhere in the novel. The TL 
equivalent is the straightforward ‘shh’. It is not entirely equivalent as ‘shh’ is entirely 
consonantal. 
Finally among the one-syllable exclamations there is Bah (see page 239 of the 
ST). This is quite difficult to translate in the appropriate register. One could use ‘not at 
all’ or ‘never mind’ but this would be too formal and polite in register. Ficelle is using 
the exclamation to brush aside Joseph’s apology and make him feel at ease but he 
expresses himself in a gruff, inarticulate manner. In this context I thought ‘nah’ was the 





The next class of interjections comprises those that are inoffensively profane or 
have origins in a profanity. I make the point that they are seen as inoffensive because 
they are uttered by people of all types in the village including the priest. Some of these 
are expressed in French and some in Occitan. It tends generally, but not always, to be 
the more ‘respectable’ individuals who use the French form and the rough-and-tumble 
types who use the Occitan form. Given that the meaning is identical in the target 
language between Noum de Diou and Nom de Dieu (‘in the name of God’) or between 
Pardi, dé Diou or par Dieu (‘by God’), that subtlety cannot be rendered in English. 
However, there is a range of English profanities for example, ‘Christ Almighty’ or ‘By 
God’ (or non-profane interjections, such as ‘for heaven’s sake’ or ‘by Jove’) of varying 
levels of banality or otherwise that can be drawn on depending on the identity of the 
speaker, the nature of the emotion and the vehemence of the interjection. Other common 
‘profane’ interjections in Occitan include Miladiou (mille dieux or ‘one thousand 
Gods’), which is generally a simple expression of emphasis along with the augmented 
version Miladiou de Miladiou and Boudiou (bon Dieu). The Occitan exclamation 
Boudiou along with the French and Occitan expression, Pardi are both widely used to 
the present day by speakers of all socio-economic levels in the region to express 
surprise or emphasis often when the tone is light or humorous. These exclamations are 
entirely inoffensive, although boudiou can sometimes be used to express anger in other 
contexts. What is lost in translation, however, is the impression of the ‘quaintness’ and 
old-fashioned character of these dialectal exclamations that the source language reader 
would experience in reading these interjections in patois. In my view, to retain these 
exclamations in patois in the TT would require a footnote as the meaning would by no 
means be clear to a TL reader. As I have sought to minimize footnotes in the interests of 
readability, I consider this undesirable. Hence I have accepted the translation loss in 
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rendering them in relatively conventional language. However an alternative view might 
be justified in some contexts. Sheila Fischman is reported by Pamela Grant as taking the 
view that: 
The swearing has been left in French….the relationship of the villagers to the 
Church is perhaps the novel’s single most important theme…rebellion is 
achieved in a figurative way by the use of a most amazing collection of oaths 
and curses, which call on virtually every object of religious significance to 
Roman Catholics….To translate them [by Anglo-Saxon expletives] would 
have been to distort the values of the people who use them (Grant 2006: 184). 
I do not consider that Fischman’s argument applies to Barral’s light-hearted tales. 
 
iii) More conventional exclamations 
A third category of exclamations is those that have denotative content even if the 
meaning when they are used as an exclamation does not correlate to the conventional 
meaning. As in English, some words are used as exclamations which are a way of 
avoiding a similar sounding coarser word. For example Laurent exclaims Pétard on 
page 44 to preface his statement of excited admiration for his uncle. The dictionary 
meaning of this word is some sort of explosive charge or firecracker. It also has some 
colloquial meanings but in this case none of these apply. It is an expression of surprise 
of astonishment and a euphemism for putain. Coming from Laurent, I have translated it 
with the neutral ‘amazing’. Elsewhere the adult men use the exclamation putain (the 
conventional meaning of which is ‘whore’) as a means of expressing negative emphasis 
similar to ‘Bloody Hell’, or ‘Goddammit’ in English. So when Portalès exclaims 
Putain, terrasser ici avec la chaleur qu’il fait ! (236) I have translated it as ‘Bloody 
Hell, digging here in this heat!’. The expression Saleté de vie is used by Barbaste, the 
word saleté meaning filth. I have translated this as ‘this damned life’ but it could be 
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translated by a variety of other phrases such as ‘life’s a bastard’. The latter is probably, 
however, a more Australian than neutral expression. 
When Ficelle is recounting his hunting adventures he describes the wild pigs 
bursting out of the bushes initially with the expression, Tout à coup il y a un débuché de 
tous les diables (55). To translate this literally would be very puzzling in the TL. Hence 
I have translated it ‘All of a sudden, all hell breaks loose.’ A few lines further on, he 
adds, still describing the herd of pigs, Ça hurle, ça court, un bordel de tous les diables, 
(55) where again, rather than attempting to reproduce the literal meaning of the French 
expression, I translated this with, ‘they’re squealing, running, a helluva commotion!’ 
Tope là is another relatively unusual exclamation, equivalent to the expression 
‘put it there’ in English as the French expression typically implies the speaker 
accompanies the exclamation with an offer of his open hand for a slap, shake or clasp of 
agreement. I have not translated it this way, as Causse demurs and does not want to 
enter into the bet, hence the less colourful and less explicit, ‘you’re on’ seemed to suit 
the context better. 
Some other exclamatory expressions such as sacré fou literally ‘holy idiot’ but 
where ‘bloody idiot’ fits perfectly well, bon (‘good’), dis (‘listen’ or ‘tell me’), 
depending on the context, ma foi, literally ‘my faith’, but where ‘my word’ is equivalent 
and eh bien (‘oh well’) do not pose any unusual problems in finding an equivalent. 
A range of other exclamations are used in the dialogue, for all of which the 
translator needs to exercise a degree of careful consideration of the register of the 
speaker and the context. The translation of a term such as voilà is highly dependent on 
context and register to correctly ascertain its meaning. It can also sometimes be simply 
omitted, when in the context there is no real English equivalent. In Barral, it generally 
functions simply to emphasize, in a dramatic form, what follows or what precedes it. 
Other expressions used frequently in dialogue which have fairly straightforward 
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equivalent exclamations in English include Tu parles ! (‘you bet’ or ‘you’re telling 
me’), que veux tu (‘what would you expect’ or ‘what can I say’), tu peux le dire ! (‘You 
can say that again!’ or ‘exactly!’). 
 
Regionalisms and dialect 
Barral’s text contains a great many regionalisms and a number of words of dialect. 
I address some of these in the following paragraphs. 
The word col is not exclusively a regional term but its incorporation in place 
names is ubiquitous in the Cévennes. A small village of fifty or so houses might have 
five or six ‘cols’ within walking distance, and hence this geographic feature appears 
numerous times in the source text and is a very common and well understood word in 
local parlance. It has an exact equivalent in the target language, being defined in the 
Oxford English Dictionary (OED) as ‘A marked depression in the summit-line of a 
mountain chain, generally affording a pass from one slope to the other. A word 
belonging to the Romanic dialects of the Alps, which Alpine climbers and geologists 
have used of other regions.’ By way of example it appears in the first paragraph of the 
introduction (Chronique 5) and in the first paragraph of chapter one (11). In the latter 
instance the author writes du petit col. The etymology of the English word is from the 
French, Provençal and Gallo-Romance word col from the Latin collum for neck. In 
French, it is used in general to describe the narrowest part, such as the neck of a bottle 
or a long-necked vase or in anatomy the narrowest part of a bone or organic cavity. In 
the 1600s it came to be used to describe a depression forming a passage between two 
mountain summits. Such a depression may also be known by a variety of other terms in 
French including pas which derives from the Latin passus. Col is also the term used for 
the collar of an item of clothing. While the word does not initially appear to pose a 
translation issue, I have sometimes elected not to use the English ‘col’ to render the 
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French col because they have a different register. In English the word ‘col’ is a 
relatively rare and specialized word in contrast to its ubiquitous southern French usage. 
An alternative option is to translate it by the English ‘pass’. At times I have used this 
option in my translation, and at other times I have chosen another formulation. The 
word ‘pass’ in English tends, in contrast to the French col, to have a narrower and more 
specific meaning. The French word col is in very common parlance and the word is 
used extensively in the Cévennes region to describe a range of mountain features which 
are by no means fully equivalent to the specific English usage of ‘pass’. The OED 
advises that the relevant employment of the English ‘pass’ is derived from the French 
pas. It also advises that originally, the word ‘pass’ described ‘a road or path through a 
wood etc., exposed to ambush or robbery. Now it is defined as a narrow and difficult or 
dangerous passage through a mountainous region or over a mountain range’. The OED 
also notes a specialized military application, where a ‘pass’ is viewed as ‘a strategic 
entrance to a country or place’, which is perhaps closest to the regional usage of the 
word in the French source text. 
In Cévenol usage, col may be used to describe a small dip in a mountain range, 
but it may also be a level area on a hill or mountain before one ascends or descends, 
which may or may not be an area of passage. Accordingly, I have been guided by the 
context and the particular sentence when translating this term. In the Introduction, 
where the text reads en arrivant au col, the definite article is implicit in au col and the 
term is not qualified by any descriptor and hence it seems appropriate to translate it by 
the simple equivalent in English of ‘pass’. However, elsewhere the word col is used in a 
less specific way than in English, where the intent may be simply to denote a vantage 
point or a level area where a traveller might pause before continuing further uphill or 
before descending. This is why, for example, I have used the term ‘vantage point’ to 
translate col where it appears in the first paragraph of chapter one, Arrivé aux Aires… 
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Du petit col, on découvrait la Cévenne (11). Translating this literally as ‘from the small 
pass’ sounds awkward to my ear and would not capture the French meaning in English. 
Les Aires, as the name suggests, is a flat area, and it overlooks the village of Saint 
Bresson from a higher vantage point in the surrounding range; petit in the source text 
lets us know that this particular col is one of many ‘cols’ around the village, all of 
which are situated at higher points in the mountain range. While ‘from the lower pass’ 
would be correct, I preferred a freer translation in English. 
Barral has made liberal use of expressions drawn from the local patois. He told 
me that he has followed this practice where these words or expressions are in his view 
essential to the lively and earthy local imagery, vulgarity or humour of the dialogue, and 
where he was particularly challenged to find an equivalent French expression without 
incurring significant translation loss. He suggested to me that capturing the flavour and 
colour through the two-step translation process into French and then into English would 
inevitably involve even further translation loss. It also raised the question for me as to 
whether it was appropriate to try and translate these words into an English dialect or 
regional form of speaking. In my view this is fraught with difficulty. Firstly, the choice 
of a particular dialect or regional form of speech would be totally arbitrary. Secondly, it 
would involve a significant domestication. Domestication in this translation would seem 
to me to be a particularly inappropriate approach, given that the entire point of the novel 
is to capture quintessentially French characters and to portray vignettes from their way 
of life in a particular French village, in a particular region in a particular era. The 
English-speaking reader of this novel is presumably attracted by the perspective it 
provides on the bygone way of life in these remote villages before they became tourist 
destinations for British and other nationals. The occasional use of expressions in dialect 
is part of Barral’s evocation of a past way of life at least for the French reader. On 
occasions, I have chosen not to retain the ST’s unexplained dialect expressions (such as 
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la fontaine la plus lointe) in its dialect form in the body of the TT. I have simply 
translated the sense of the term directly into English. For the English language reader 
who is almost certainly going to be entirely unfamiliar with Occitan and the history of 
its use in this part of France, if I were to retain such expressions, it would involve the 
reader needing to refer to footnotes each time an Occitan expression is used. It could be 
argued that recording the use of dialect in the body of the translation would augment the 
exoticism for the English reader but on some occasions, I leant to the view that a literal 
transcription of the dialectal expressions accompanied by footnotes would detract from 
the flow of the story. Chamson took a similar approach in his autobiography Le Chiffre 
de nos jours (Chamson 2001) where he acknowledged the use of dialogue but did not 
transcribe it by using such formulae as, Race fait race ! ajoutait-il en patois. 
Many of the regional expressions and in particular the words and phrases in 
Occitan are explained in the text or footnoted by the author. For the reasons outlined in 
Chapter 1, where he has taken this approach I have also used a footnote conveying the 
same information. However, some regional expressions merit further discussion here 
because of their cultural interest, or because the explanation might be adequate in 
French but require further elucidation in English. The Occitan dialects feature many 
diminutives and augmentatives. The diminutive word cantou is used in the novel on 
several occasions and can have quite different meanings depending on the context. For 
example it appears in the Introduction on page 6, where it refers to the nook reserved for 
seating, generally for the most elderly in the household, within the surrounds of the 
large canopy of the big open fireplace. The equivalent in French is le coin du feu. Over 
time the word has acquired additional meanings, generally signifying a nook or corner 
which is not easily accessible and where you might store decorative or other objects. It 
is also used to signify a small plot of land (11 and 204). The word is derived from the 
Occitan cant meaning ‘corner’ and ou, which is a frequently used diminutive in Occitan. 
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When used in the context of a plot of land, an orchard or a garden, as it is on page 11, it 
emphasizes the smallness and perhaps the tucked-away nature of the plot. Similarly, in 
Occitan parlance, le fenestrou is ‘the small window’ often found at the top of a house, le 
portalou is ‘a small door’, usually referring to a secondary door and le cigalou is a 
‘small cicada’. When it comes to augmentatives, the suffix –as is the most common, 
hence the word couillonnas emphasizes the inanity of the couillons being addressed. 
The simple French term camionnette (literally, small truck) proved quite 
problematic to translate elegantly in the many contexts where Ficelle’s small vehicle 
featured. The term refers to a small truck with a two-person cabin and a wooden tray 
back framed by low metal side panels. It is hard to find a term for this in English that 
does not have specific locational overtones. The alternatives I considered were ‘ute’ 
(too Australian), ‘utility truck’ (not colloquial enough), ‘pickup’ or ‘pickup truck’ (too 
American), ‘tray-backed truck’ (neutral but inelegant), ‘truck’, ‘small truck’, ‘vehicle’ 
and so forth. My solution was to use a few different terms depending on the context and 
depending on how much information about the style of vehicle needed to be conveyed. 
However, no English word satisfactorily captures the term camionnette. 
I am conscious each time of how I translate the verb jardiner and the noun jardin. 
In France more generally the noun potager is usually used for a vegetable plot but in the 
Cévennes, the term jardin is used. In the Cévenol villages to this day there is virtually 
no concept of the garden as a place for pleasure, relaxation, or visual delight. As water 
is very scarce and the summers are extremely hot and dry, the term jardin invariably 
refers to a vegetable plot and the verb jardiner means to cultivate a vegetable garden. 
Such gardens would often be at some distance from the house on the surrounding 
terraced slopes and they would be of a substantial size, designed to grow enough 
produce to feed the family all year round. The use of the scarce land and water for 
growing ornamental flowers or shrubs would be considered frivolous and wasteful. 
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‘Gardening’ was an essential element in what was, and in some villages still is, virtually 
a subsistence economy. 
The potential for confusion is created where the novel also employs the term 
potager as the term has a distinctly regional usage. The author has described a potager 
briefly in the body of the source text (7). The device takes its name from the word 
potage, the soup that was prepared every day in almost every household throughout 
France. In the 1950s and even later in the more remote Cévenol villages, most 
households still cooked on an open fire and the potager supplemented this way of 
cooking. It consisted of a platform built up in brickwork with two openings. In each 
opening there was a cast iron grill on which you placed coals from the open fire. The 
ashes from the embers accumulated in the hollows built into the platform. The potager 
was used to simmer dishes over many hours at a low temperature or to keep warm 
dishes that had been previously cooked on the open fire. This method of cooking was 
first recorded in the 1500s and has now disappeared entirely. 
Many of the regional terms and usage which Barral employs are particular to the 
speaker or the village and their precise meaning is frequently not readily understood 
even by people in neighbouring villages of the same social class. For example, on page 
228, in conversation with the priest, Ficelle prefaces an expression of his annoyance and 
frustration with Barbaste with the exclamation Digue! The conventional meaning of une 
digue is a ‘dam’, ‘sea dyke’ or ‘barrier’. I could find no source that suggested that it had 
an alternative colloquial meaning. The author has advised me that Ficelle is saying 
‘unbelievable!’ and that this usage was highly regionally specific. Certainly, when I 
tested the word with residents of a nearby village they considered that the word was 
intended to have a meaning that was unfamiliar to them! 
Many of the stories feature the break from work which occurs at 12 noon 
precisely in the villages. The author alternates between naming it simply midi, la pause 
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du midi or l’heure de l’angélus. The Angelus is in fact the name of the prayer which is 
said when the bells are rung. The sounding of the angelus is a tradition which dates back 
to the fifteenth century and continues today in the south of France. The angelus is 
sounded three times a day, at 7 am, midday and 7 pm. It involves a distinctive pattern of 
ringing the church bells and constitutes a call to prayer for the faithful. Its significance 
in the stories is that the midday bells are a signal for the villagers, particularly the men, 
to gather in the minuscule town square and sit down and chat among themselves before 
adjourning for the midday meal. Lunch is followed by a siesta and, at least in summer, 
work is not resumed until late afternoon. There is no way of fully capturing the 
inviolable and immutable nature of this tradition in rural village life for a contemporary 
English reader, as the way of life of which it was such an intrinsic element is unfamiliar 
in virtually any TL culture. 
On page 209, there is a reference to how gossip travelled around the village and 
the expression même les serres is used in a context where kitchens and gardens are 
mentioned in the same sentence. It could easily be assumed that the intended 
signification of serres is that of the conventional French word meaning ‘greenhouses’. 
However, serre is a commonly used dialectal word meaning a hill. It can variously be 
used to describe the foothills of a mountain range, a jagged mountain range with a crest 
in the shape of a donkey’s spine or an isolated peak or mountain pass. It is a word 
commonly used as a place name in the department of the Gard, where the novel is set, 
and is also common as a family name in the region. 
Several chapters contain references to la Fête Votive and le repas du village and 
to the associated preparations such as la botte. The Fête Votive is celebrated uniquely in 
the south of France. In the era in which this novel was set, the Fête Votive was a major 
annual celebration for the village and its rural communes, which would last for three 
days; and, being the social event of the year, it would attract friends and relations from 
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well beyond the village. The fête celebrates the patron saint of the village, in this case 
Saint Bresson. It would include a religious procession through the village, a meal for all 
the attendees in an open public place, usually the village square, a ball, markets, a 
boules competition and a sizeable raffle. The Fête Votive is always held in summer and 
usually is also an occasion for celebrating a milestone in the agricultural year, such as 
the harvesting of a local crop. A Fête Votive is still held today in most villages, but in a 
much diminished form, such as a simple communal dinner. The character of the 
celebration has changed as religion has ceased to play a significant role in village life. 
More importantly, the rural economy has dwindled, occasioning a dramatic exodus of 
the young, and villages such as Saint Bresson are now predominantly the domain of 
retirees from the cities, tourists and owners of holiday houses. The account of the Fête 
Votive and its associated celebrations in the novel generally makes the nature of the 
celebrations clear. I have not used the actual expression Fête Votive but rather referred 
to it as the village fête or simply the fête. This involves a degree of information loss but 
it seemed to me to be unnecessary to go into the meaning and history of the Fête Votive 
in a footnote, and it would not really add a great deal to the story. The author also uses 
the highly regional expression la botte to refer to the Fête votive and the attendant 
activities of collecting donations from all the families of the village and its dependent 
communes to fund the acquisition of the food, drink and accessories for the 
celebrations. 
Barral introduces the term déparler in inverted commas (32) to describe 
Mathilde’s habit of lapsing into irrational raving when she is emotionally upset. This is 
a regionalism also used by Giono’s characters in Colline to describe the irrational 
outpourings of Janet. The narrator in Chronique explains that a shock that Mathilde had 
experienced during the war had tourné les sangs according to a local healer. 
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 I have translated this colloquial expression as ‘turned her wits’. In Colline, in 
dialogue with Janet, Gondran suggests to Janet several times that what he is saying is 
irrational, for example, vous déparlez (Colline 138), which Janet disputes immediately, 
Je déparle? Regarde… Le Clercq translates this as ‘Ye’re out of yer head’, and Janet 
responds ‘Out of my head am I? Out of my head? Look I tell ye, look (Hill 35)’. Janet’s 
repetition in the target text does not occur in the source text. 
 
Colloquialisms and idioms 
I have already cited certain of Lauren Leighton’s observations in Chapter 1. She 
also argues that: 
[C]olloquial speech is the most native, the most peculiar, the most untranslatable 
property of any language. No matter how close two languages might be, no 
matter what their linguistic and cultural affinities, one language does not possess 
the lexical means for taking possession of the distinctive colloquial properties of 
the other (Leighton 1991: 208). 
The dialogue I have cited in Chronique raises many of the same issues as the 
excerpts I have quoted from Jean Giono’s Colline, although in my view, the dialogue in 
Chronique is much more naturalistic. As I will argue in Chapter 4, the unique register of 
the simple peasant’s perspective and dialogue is critical to the register of Giono’s 
Colline. With both authors, translating the many colloquial or rustic expressions is 
problematic in so far as the need to find a similar colloquial expression in the same 
sociolect in English had to be balanced with the need to avoid drawing on TL dialectal 
or colloquial words or expressions which, rather than being neutral, would be redolent 
of a specific English-speaking context or culture, thereby situating the dialogue and 
action elsewhere than in southern France. I discuss the approach taken by Giono’s 
translator to these issues in Chapter 4 where I argue that it has many shortcomings. 
Drawing a lesson from the flawed approach taken by Le Clercq and drawing on the 
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advice of Leighton, Levy and others cited in Chapter 1, I have tried to be as neutral as 
possible in translating the rustic register, the exclamatory expressions, the swearing, the 
terms of abuse and the colloquialisms. Inevitably, this involves some translation loss 
because many of the words used by Barral’s characters are typical of the region and/or 
they are derived from Occitan. However, the alternative approach, used to an extreme 
by Le Clercq, involves even greater translation loss as it buries any distinctive regional 
French character and uses words that would be unfamiliar and archaic in the target 
language. 
Characters and the relationship between characters in any novel are defined by 
their manner of speaking, to which the translator must be attentive. The translator also 
has to take account of changes in social meaning and register in the geographical 
context, and shifts in the values of language features. For example, a word that might be 
considered a relatively anodyne slang term in contemporary urban France, such as 
salaud might be considered a particularly strong expostulation from an elderly lady in 
the Cévennes of the 1950s. 
In Chapter 1 the author uses the expression, Barbaste aimait la bonne chair (22). 
This is a fairly unusual idiom but one that is still used today in the region. The author’s 
spelling of the word chair is incorrect. While the spelling is disputed among many 
French people, as can be witnessed in Internet forums, where many argue that the term 
is chair (meaning ‘flesh’), or chaire, according to Le Grand Robert dictionary la bonne 
chère is the proper spelling. Robert records that the expression faire bonne chère is a 
familiar term meaning ‘to eat well and copiously’. Robert cites La Fontaine (17th 
century), La Bruyère (17th century) and Théophile Gautier (19th century). The narrator 
also observes that Barbaste liked to wash his meals down with piquette du pays. Once 
again this is an idiomatic expression meaning, in this context, a thin acidic wine of poor 
quality which I have translated as ‘plonk’. Indeed a number of the colloquial and 
243 
 
regional expressions relate to food and more especially to wine and alcohol. For 
example on page 30 Benjamin refers to a bottle of gnôle which is a familiar term 
referring to any rough, usually home-made bottle of a fortified alcoholic beverage and a 
coup de raide which is a colloquial term for a ‘drink of strong alcohol’. Here I have 
used more generic terms in translation, namely a bottle of ‘spirits’ and a ‘stiff drink’. 
Ficelle refers to his container of wine as a fouillette (233). This is a highly specific 
regional usage which the author footnotes as meaning a ‘half-litre bottle of wine’, which 
I have translated as ‘flagon’. 
The colloquialisms and idioms are so abundant throughout the novel that there is 
insufficient space to deal with all of them. For the purpose of the commentary, I have 
selected some of the more interesting examples and the passages that are particularly 
heavily endowed with colloquialisms. For example, on page 123, Ficelle says, after an 
argument with is son, Pierre, [j’espère […] que cela] te mettra un peu de plomb dans la 
cervelle which I have translated with an equivalent TL idiom, ‘that will knock a bit of 
sense into you’ rather than a literal rendition of the ST. On page 215, the narrator when 
describing Barbaste observes that he was anything but a zazou. (qu’il n’avait rien d’un 
zazou). This term has a specific date and register being coined during the Second World 
War for young people who were devotees of American jazz music and noted for their 
flashy dress. An equivalent in the target language might be ‘hep-cat’, which the OED 
defines as ‘an addict of jazz or swing music, one who is hep or a hipster’. However, this 
word is strongly associated with US parlance and would be unfamiliar or seem out of 
place to many TL readers. It would constitute a distraction. Also the intended meaning 
in the ST was certainly not to indicate a liking for jazz but to emphasize Barbaste’s lack 
of elegance. Hence, I chose to express it more neutrally but still colloquially by saying 
‘he didn’t cut much of a dash’, which picks up the observation that he was neither 
elegant nor flashy. 
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In Chapter 14 there are other specific challenges. On page 183 the narrator 
observes, Antonia ne l’entendait pas de cette oreille, adding that she leaned over 
dangerously threatening to overturn the display. This could be interpreted as meaning 
she was hard of hearing, especially since she leaned over, but in fact this is a colloquial 
expression meaning that she was not of a mind to agree with him. Hence I adopted a 
similarly colloquial register in the target language, ‘Antonia was having none of that.’ 
On the next page the idiomatic expression is used, ils ont eu chaud the literal meaning 
of chaud being ‘hot.’ However, in this context it is a colloquial expression meaning that 
they had a narrow escape from a potentially disastrous situation. On page 185, the 
narrator observes that Gisclet regretted having had la langue trop bien pendue. This 
again has many colloquial equivalents in English, such as having a ‘big mouth’, being a 
‘gossip’, or a ‘gasbag’ and so forth. The neutral and closest equivalent chosen is 
‘Gisclet regretted having such a loose tongue’ which has some symmetry with the ST 
expression. On the same page, Antonia reports that Ficelle a foutu le camp. This is a 
coarse but evocative idiom. It is tempting to use an equally evocative expression in the 
target text. However, many English language equivalents have strong locational 
associations. For example to ‘shoot through’, although it would fit the context nicely, is 
an Australian or New Zealand usage which may not be clear to other English readers. I 
used the more neutral expression ‘cleared off’ to capture his precipitate departure, 
seeking to avoid it standing out as an oddity in the text. 
The verb foutre is used in another colloquial phrase on page 230 where Joseph 
comments that [Barbaste] peut se vanter de nous avoir foutu une belle trouille, which I 
have translated as Barbaste ‘having scared the pants off us.’ 
On page 187 the crowd makes various observations on Ficelle’s lack of moral 
courage using colloquial epithets such as trouillard and dégonflé, which I have 
translated in a similar colloquial register as ‘yellow belly’ and ‘chicken’. The epithet 
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trouillard is preceded by Tu la ramenais pas là-bas, the ‘ne’ being omitted and la 
ramener being a colloquial expression which is used by various characters several times 
in the book, including for example on page 200. La ramener in general is a highly 
colloquial expression meaning to ‘vaunt oneself’ or to be ‘cocky’ or ‘overly confident’. 
In both cases cited here, the sense is more that the person has lost his or her nerve. 
Hence I have used the colloquial expression in English ‘to have the wind up’, Ficelle in 
particular having acted in a cowardly fashion. I note in passing that in an earlier chapter 
on page 24 when Barbaste admonishes Laurent with the term trouillard I have 
translated it with the gentler ‘scaredy-cat’ in recognition of the fact that he is speaking 
to a child of whom he is fond. Returning to the mockery recorded on page 187, Elodie 
adds to Ficelle, tu as fait dans ton froc (you pooped your pants). Later on page 190 the 
priest comments in two complicated colloquialisms, Elodie en sera quitte pour une 
belle peur, elle ne l’a pas volé. The meaning of these expressions is only loosely 
connected to the conventional meaning of its constituent words, hence translated in its 
figurative colloquial sense I have interpreted the sentence in the target text as ‘It will 
have given Elodie a good fright, which serves her right.’ Finally in this chapter as the 
priest and Ficelle reminisce about the war, Ficelle recalls les obus de 150 qui nous 
tombaient sur le coin de la gueule. A word-for-word translation of this would be ‘the 
150 mm shells which were falling on the corner of the face (or mouth).’ I considered 
that a highly colloquial expression in English was called for to capture the register of 
the exchange between the two men and the humour of the expression, translating this as 
‘when we copped the 150 mm shells smacking us in the face.’ 
An exchange between Barbaste and Arnal in the lively Chapter 15 features a 
string of colloquialisms: Barbaste says, Cette fois j’ai bien cru que j’y avais droit, 
Arnal. Je peux te dire que je ne la ramenais pas… to which Arnal responds si tu te fais 
choper en infraction, tu n’y couperas pas ! (200) My translation of this passage after 
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consulting with the author and several French people in the region reads: ‘This time I 
really thought I was done for, Arnal. I can tell you I really had the wind up.’ Arnal 
responds, ‘if you get nabbed breaking the law, you won’t get off!’ My objective was to 
capture a frank and vernacular exchange between friends. In a similar vein, on a few 
occasions such as on page 89, the narrator describes the state of mind of a character, 
saying [Fernand] n’en menait pas large. The meaning of the colloquial expression n’en 
mener pas large once again can vary somewhat with the context. Essentially it is used 
when someone is in a difficult or embarrassing situation and they are visibly 
discomfited. Here I have used the neutral expression, ‘Fernand’s heart was in his boots’, 
as he was in a situation where he could no longer continue to deny the obvious facts. 
In Chapter 16 there are also a number of highly colloquial expressions. For 
example on page 210 Ficelle says je veux leur en boucher un coin à tous. In English the 
closest equivalent in register might be ‘I want them all to be gobsmacked.’ However, I 
shied away from this formulation because it is particularly associated with UK slang 
and is also too contemporary. I preferred to use the more neutral expression, ‘I want to 
set them all back on their heels.’ 
On many occasions a speaker accuses another of making fun of him or her, 
exaggerating or telling a story that isn’t true. As in English, there are many formulae in 
French for these sentiments and these can vary in vehemence and vulgarity. It becomes 
a question, as Chukovsky would argue, of employing tact, taste and proportion and of 
finding the right register for the speaker and choosing a TL expression that is neutral 
rather than associated with a particular form of English. The expressions se moquer de 
quelqu’un and se foutre de quelqu’un mean the same thing but the latter is a colloquial 
rendition and of a certain register. On page 210 the narrator observes that the priest is 
wondering if Ficelle se moquait de lui. This is a conventional French expression which I 
have translated colloquially as ‘having a laugh at him’. But then the priest asks directly, 
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in a colloquial register, Tu te fous de moi, Baptistin ? : this could be translated as ‘are 
you taking the piss out of me?’, ‘are you taking the mickey?’ or ‘are you having a lend 
of me?’ Each of these has associations with a particular variety of English, and hence is 
better avoided. Since it is the priest speaking I have chosen to take a more conservative 
option and use the only mildly colloquial, ‘Are you poking fun at me?’ Even though the 
priest is quite annoyed and aggrieved, he is not given to expressing himself in coarse or 
highly familiar language. 
On page 211, Barbaste observes that Ficelle is always par monts et par vaux. On 
the face of it this seems to be equivalent to the neutral English expression ‘up hill and 
down dale’, perhaps relating to Ficelle’s water-divining forays. However, in the familiar 
usage expressed here, the author and other regional speakers have confirmed its use is 
intended to be pejorative and to signify that Ficelle was lazy and had elected to be out 
gallivanting when there was work to be done. 
The above examples are only a sample of the colloquialisms which feature in the 
dialogue throughout the novel. As emphasized at the beginning of this section, 
colloquial language is influenced inter alia by time, place, social class and level of 
education. Thus a problem arises when the little-educated peasant protagonists in Barral 
use expressions in French which appear to be directly translatable into English, and 
which are no doubt authentic, but which would sound very out of place in the target text 
if the words were purported to be mouthed in English by an uneducated rural person. 
For example, on the night of the storm, Ficelle murmers c’est dantesque (220) and later, 
the priest, when referring to the same storm, states c’était une vraie nuit d’apocalypse 
(230). It is hard to imagine anglophone characters, speaking in an equivalent register, 
saying ‘it’s Dantesque’ or ‘it was a truly apocalyptic night.’ For this reason I have 
expressed these observations in a more neutral manner. 
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Another issue is the range of verbs Barral uses to report speech. Of course, 
English has no shortage of reporting verbs. However, Barral has two terms which are 
particularly expressive. One is when the narrator says the raconteur in the vignette 
laissa tomber…literally ‘let fall’, the other is lâcha, or literally ‘released’. Both of 
course are used in a figurative way and I find them particularly evocative of the 
expressive style of a good raconteur. It is very difficult to find an equally expressive 
term in English. Options I considered in lieu of a good equivalent synonym in the TL 
were to resort to a plain-speaking verb with a qualifying adverb such as (said) 
‘laconically’ or ‘casually’, or simply use a completely ordinary speaking verb. Laisser 
tomber occurs three times in Chapter Four (55, 56 and 57) and each time I dealt with it 
differently. The first time I simply translated it as ‘said’, the second time I used the 
word ‘interjected’, as Barbaste is interrupting the flow of Ficelle’s story, and in the third 
instance instead of avant de laisser tomber I wrote ‘before uttering’. None of these 
solutions is entirely successful in capturing the theatrical manner in which the 
protagonist is recounting the story. This was simply a case where I had to accept a 
degree of translation loss. I have also been attentive to the register of some of the 
reporting verbs used by the narrator. For example, he frequently uses the verb 
acquiescer to signify when someone has agreed to a proposition. The natural equivalent 
in the TL appears to be the verb ‘to acquiesce’ but in the context, even though it is the 
narrator’s observation, this word does not fit the register in which the account is written 
and in the TL I have preferred a more straightforward synonym such as ‘agreed’. 
 
The role of gesture in conveying meaning and information in the dialogue 
In relation to the role of gesture in creating meaning and emphasis in spoken 
dialogue, Barral frequently uses a technique approaching stage directions to describe 
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 gestures that accompany his protagonists’ utterances. These again create a challenge in 
translation as French speakers are given to ‘talking with their hands’ to a much greater 
degree than is normally the practice in English, and secondly, so many of the gestures 
that he describes are culturally specific and hence difficult to describe or evoke in 
English. The use of gesture in dialogue is almost a caricature of ‘Frenchness’ to the 
English observer. The problem is accentuated by the fact that in the target culture, there 
is often no cultural equivalent to the gesture. The best example of this is on page 169 
when the narrator observes that le braconnier secoua la main. This refers to a 
quintessentially French gesture which involves vigorously flipping the open hand, up 
and down at ninety degrees to the forearm, palm facing in, as a gesture of emphasis 
(usually humorous). It might be described as the non-verbal equivalent of the 
exclamation oh,là,là. A French reader would immediately understand what was meant. 
To translate this gesture directly as ‘the poacher shook his hand’ would be misleading 
and would certainly not capture the nature of the gesture or the meaning of it in the TL. 
I considered an approximate description of the gesture using an explanatory adjective, 
such as ‘the poacher wrung his hand expressively/mockingly’ but in the end, I couldn’t 
find a natural-sounding formula to accurately describe the gesture and simply recorded 
that ‘Barbaste gestured mockingly’. The same gesture is indicated elsewhere in the 
source text when the narrator observes on page 176, Laurent agita la main accompanied 
by the words, Oh,là,là! Ça ne va pas, tonton. For the reasons outlined earlier, I have not 
retained the ST form of the exclamation in the TT, instead translating the gesture and 
words together: ‘Laurent waved his hand in distress, “Oh, she’s in a bad way, Uncle.”’ 
The many other gestures described by the narrator are less problematic as they are 
not so culturally specific. Barral’s characters frequently nod (when in English we would 
say ‘shake’) their heads, sweep aside objections with a wave of the hand (that is, wave 
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aside), raise their shoulders (hausser les épaules), where we would say ‘shrug’ and 
wave or raise their arms. 
 
Institutional and administrative terms and titles 
The French administrative and law enforcement system differs in significant 
respects from that in English-speaking countries and the latter of course differ from one 
another. The approach that I have taken in the translation of such terms is to seek a 
neutral term in English that describes the role of the official in question. Thus I have 
translated le percepteur with neutral expressions such as the ‘tax official’ or the ‘tax 
inspector’. However, where gendarme or gendarmerie is used I have generally retained 
the French term as it is well understood among English speakers. The most senior 
gendarme describes his rank as l’adjutant chef, which translates approximately to a 
Chief Warrant Officer, as the gendarmerie was and largely remains a military 
organization. However, I considered that, although accurate, this could seem out of 
place in the TT. I have therefore used the term Senior Sergeant to convey the role and 
the rank with approximate fidelity. Le garde fédéral is a term which does not have an 
exact equivalent in English. It refers to le garde fédéral de chasse whose role is 
essentially that of a gamekeeper, or in North American parlance, game warden. It is 
crucial to the context of Barral’s novel that the ‘gamekeeper’ is a government employed 
official, hence adding to the seriousness of Barbaste’s assault. In the south of France, all 
land is privately owned or forms part of the national parks. In this case, the land was 
privately owned. The website of the Office National de la Chasse et de la Faune 
Sauvage (the National Agency for Hunting and Wild Fauna) advises that until 1977 the 
gardes fédéraux were private game-keepers recruited by the Fédérations 
départmentales des chasseurs (the Departmental Federations of Hunters). Some of 
them, after passing an exam were commissioned by the minister responsible for hunting 
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and hence were government officials. Similar policing arrangements continue to exist 
today but under slightly different auspices. 
I note in passing that one instance of an interaction between Benjamin and the 
forces of law and order involving a typographical error and an ambiguity created some 
difficulty in translation. On page 41, the text reads il saluèrent, where it should be ils 
saluèrent, the subject of the action being the three law enforcement officers. In French 
the verb saluer may simply mean ‘to greet’ or it may mean ‘to salute’. Given that the 
typographical error had already caused me some confusion, I confirmed with the author 
that the intention was to report that the officers saluted Benjamin, the war veteran. 
The author does not use consistent terms for the judicial court before which 
Barbaste appears, or for the presiding officer of the court. In order to avoid confusion I 
have chosen to refer to the legal processes, the court and the presiding officer of the 
court in a consistent manner using terms which are not highly specific such as ‘the 
Judge’ or when he is addressed directly ‘Your Honour’. The hierarchy of the French 
court system is not particularly germane to the flow of the story, but it is clear that it is a 
low-level court. 
There is also a reference on page 229 to a notaire. There is an office of ‘notary’ in 
some Anglophone systems, which like the French notaire is a public official, but it is 
not fully equivalent. In the context of the discussion, the function being discussed is 
more one that would be performed by a solicitor paid by the council in the TL and I 
have translated it with that term. 
 
References to historical events or other printed material 
Sometimes Barral draws on historical events or material contained in the Bible in 
recounting his stories. In chapter 14, a quotation from Marshal Joseph Joffre is recited 
by Ficelle. The quotation comes from the Order of the Day given by Joffre on 5 
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September 1914 and relates to what is now known as the First Battle of the Marne. 
Barral has reproduced the quotation fairly faithfully and it requires close attention to 
accuracy of meaning and register in translation. Joffre is famed for espousing an 
extremely offensive military strategy (offensive à l’outrance) which was very costly in 
terms of human lives. Because of its official and historical nature, I used an existing 
English translation drawn from Marshal Joffre’s own narrative of the Battle of the 
Marne as told to Bernard Désouches, official liaison officer between the French Army 
and the American Air Service in France, revised by Major Desmazes, chief of the 
Marshal’s personal staff (Joffre et al. 1927). 
In Chapter 7 the narrative purports to record the words of the priest as he intones 
the Catholic mass. However, the author has confirmed that he has not quoted specific 
prayers from the Catholic missal but rather that he has used formulae drawn from 
various prayers for different masses contained in the missal of his childhood. I have 
therefore elected to adopt a similar approach. Rather than attempting a direct translation 
of the prayers he placed in the text, I have drawn on various prayers of essentially 
identical meaning contained in the seventeenth edition of the Roman Missal in Latin 
and English published in France in 1949 (Carroll 1949). This approach ensures that the 
words used in the target text are contemporary with those in the source text and that 
their intended meaning is the same. There is also an error in the source text, which I 
corrected: the priest is portrayed as reading from the scriptures for the mass held on the 
eighth Sunday after Pentecost; it is in fact the words of the mass for the tenth Sunday 
after Pentecost that Barral has drawn on for the sermon he used in this story, and I have 




Using spelling and grammar to portray accent or register 
While Giono’s source text is liberally sprinkled with examples of misspelled 
phrases designed to portray the accent of the speaker and grammatical errors, Barral 
makes fairly sparing use of these devices. Occasionally a speaker such as Pierre might 
use an expression as Ouais, instead of oui and Ficelle in emphasizing the lavish nature 
of the meal he has prepared says avecque du vin cacheté siouplaît. These minor devices 
pose little problem in finding an equivalent approach. 
The way both Giono and Barral use spelling, or for example, negation structures 
to convey accent or a way of speaking can be emulated in English by using similar 
stratagems to the ST authors. In my own translation I drew, inter alia, on the work of 
Michael Henry Heim (Heim 2014) cited in Chapter 1 as well as various dictionaries of 
slang. 
 
Similes and metaphors 
The imagery embodied in similes and metaphors frequently poses problems for a 
translator because often the similes are culturally embedded. Mildred Larson provides a 
useful analysis of the problems in interpreting and translating metaphors and similes. 
For example the metaphor or simile may be unknown in the receptor language, the topic 
of the metaphor may not always be clearly stated, the point of similarity may be implicit 
and hard to identify, the point of similarity may be understood differently in one culture 
than it is in another, or the receptor language does not make comparisons of the type 
which occur in the source text metaphor (Larson 1984: 250-4). It is interesting to 
compare the challenges of translating Barral and Giono in this regard. Barral tends to 
use very conventional and familiar French similes, such as rouge comme une tomate, or 
rouge comme un coq, fier comme Artaban and boire comme les trous. Rather than 
employ a literal translation of the French expressions I have rendered them into their 
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equally ordinary English equivalents, ‘red as a beetroot’, ‘proud as Punch’ and ‘drink 
like fish’ which seemed a justifiable domestication that lost nothing in meaning or 
information. One instance where there is a culturally embedded expression is on page 
17 when Causse exclaims to Ficelle, quelle veine tu as eue… si tu n’étais pas veuf, je 
dirais que tu es cocu. Once again I chose to adapt this expression into a more 
conventional English expression with the formula, ‘What incredible luck. If you weren’t 
a Frenchman, I’d say you had the luck of the Irish!’ This is certainly a contentious 
approach in that it effaces the cultural specificity of the French dictum. It is, however, 
consistent with the approach that I have taken in seeking to create for the TL reader an 
equivalent response and understanding to that of the SL reader. 
Barral does not make extensive use of metaphors. In the Introduction when 
describing the distinctive relief of the Cévennes he depicts a mountain range typical of 
the southern Cévennes as being carved with blows from a serpe, this being a word 
dating from the beginning of the thirteenth century, used as the name of an ancient 
curved hand tool. While the Robert Collins dictionary gives the translation of serpe as a 
‘billhook’, which the OED defines as, ‘an implement with a long concave-edged blade 
often ending in a sharp hook, used for pruning, lopping trees etc.’, in the Cévennes, une 
serpe is a short curved blade with a small handle that is more like a sickle. The 
expression taillé à coups de serpe hence means carved out in a rough jagged outline. 
This description is particularly apt in the sense that it captures an image that draws on a 
tool that was ubiquitous in the Cévennes. The implement known as a ‘billhook’ in 
English may also be called une serpe, but in the Cévennes it is more commonly called 
un poudet. 
The author frequently uses the word accrocher or s’accrocher to describe the 
situation of the Cévenol villages, individual hamlets and farms, including the village of 
Saint Bresson. This term is particularly appropriate for describing the Cévennes region 
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where, even today, the visitor marvels at the extraordinary location of the numerous 
villages, hamlets and farmhouses which have been constructed on precipitous 
mountainsides with no visible access tracks or roads, such is the density of the 
vegetation. Indeed there are still today a significant number of villages and farmhouses 
which are only accessible on foot or by donkey, horse or a miniature vehicle on tracks 
rather than tyres. 
By contrast, in Giono’s Colline, the problems in translating his metaphors do not 
generally derive from embedded cultural context and associations. In other words the 
problems are not intrinsic to the French terminology or to translation from French to 
English. In Colline, the dilemma is posed rather by the sheer ingenuity and originality 
of the metaphors and similes, which are far removed from the conventional type of 
metaphor employed by Barral. The task for the translator is to render the power of the 
image as vividly as it has been rendered for the French reader, while at the same time 
capturing the resonance and the intrinsic poetic quality of the actual words used. In my 
view, Giono’s metaphors should be as arresting and unusual to an English reader as they 
are to the French reader. This being the case, the translator would be doing both the 
author and the English-language reader a disservice if he or she were to attempt to 
convert Giono’s metaphors into a more familiar image or to elaborate on them by 
additional explanatory phrases. Giono’s rich imagery is intrinsic to his poetic style, and 
happily his translator Le Clercq has essentially been faithful in this regard. 
 
Word plays and double entendres 
The existence of word play always creates a puzzle for the translator as it usually 
relies on a double meaning attached to a word in the source language where there is no 
such dual meaning in the target language, or else it is less effective. I have tried to be 
creative with these and create a similar word play in English that is reasonably close to 
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the original. There are two good examples in the translation of Barral. On page 216 
Joseph says of Barbaste: cela ne l’empêchera pas de bien se tenir à table, where bien se 
tenir à table is a colloquial expression for having good table manners and where the 
literal meaning of tenir is ‘to hold’. Portalès responds in the colloquial vein by saying, 
‘c’est surtout son verre qu’il tiendra bien, oui!’ It was possible to translate this in a 
similar register with a similar word play, with ‘that won’t stop him holding his own at 
the table!’ and Portalès responding: ‘He’ll be holding his glass well, for sure’. This 
solution involves a change in meaning from the original but preserves the jocular spirit 
of the innuendo. Summarizing the advice of Hervey and Higgins on compensation, the 
translator needs to make a conscious decision aimed at ‘countering a specific, clearly 
defined, serious loss with a specific, clearly defined, less serious one’ having regard to 
the nature and purpose of the ST, the purpose of the TT and the nature and needs of the 
target public, and so forth. (Hervey and Higgins 2002: 44). The second example is when 
Pierre watches Colette lay a small fire to heat the food for their picnic. He observes 
c’est peut-être ça qu’on appelle fonder un foyer (218). The word foyer is a formal 
expression that means a ‘home’ in French. In more day-to-day parlance it may also 
mean a fireplace or a hearth. Hence Pierre is making a romantic allusion foreshadowing 
their life together as a couple. In English the word ‘hearth’ also has these two meanings 
but it is only rarely used as a proxy for ‘home’. The OED gives an example in the 
following citation: 
1958   B. Chapman tr. G. A. De Beaumont Marie iii. 26  Life flowed gently 
there . . . only, from time to time . . . a soldier returning to his hearth would 
throw a sudden gleam across our horizon. 
I elected to translate Pierre’s observation using the expression ‘creating a hearth 
and home’. While this entails a little creative licence, it minimizes the translation loss 
by picking up the reasonably well-known TL expression ‘hearth and home.’ 
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 Terms of abuse 
The principle I have followed in translating the insults and terms of abuse which 
occur in Barral’s dialogue is to emulate the register and style of language (dialect or 
mainstream French), and to take account firstly of who is speaking and secondly to 
whom the insult is addressed. As a general rule, the people of these remote Cévenol 
villages, notwithstanding their earthiness, are not at all given to coarse language and the 
use of the equivalent of an English four-letter word would be unthinkable. The 
colloquial term of abuse, salaud, mentioned earlier in this chapter is probably the 
strongest epithet employed by any of the characters and it is used on many occasions by 
different speakers. The Collins Robert dictionary gives various English possibilities 
which are for the most part more offensive than the French term, such as ‘bugger’ and 
‘bastard’. Some of the possible alternative translations which I identified included 
‘mongrel’, ‘cad’, ‘scoundrel’, ‘bounder’, ‘rogue’, ‘stinker’, ‘rotter’ and ‘swine’. The 
choice of which synonym to employ also needs to have regard to any inapt etymological 
associations it might have, whether there are associations with a particular dialect or 
country of origin in the target language and whether the word may sound too modern, 
too archaic or too quaint in the French context. When Mathilde, the grandmother, uses 
the term, even though she is in a semi-delirious state and unaware of what she is saying, 
it is unlikely that the register associated with the English ‘bugger’ or ‘bastard’ is one 
that is fitting for her manner of speaking. Hence I have used terms such as ‘the rogue’ 
or ‘the rotter’. However, when Robert addresses his male comrades as bande de 
salauds, in a jocular all-male environment, ‘pack of bastards’ seems an appropriate 
translation of this expression. In a later chapter, when the shepherdess Elodie uses 
salaud to describe Barbaste, even though she is given to quite coarse language, the term 
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bastard would be too strong coming from a woman and I have translated her 
exclamation as ‘Oh, what a creep’ (178). 
Similarly, in chapter 13, Elodie insults Barbaste using dialect, bogre de porcas 
(170), which I have translated as ‘bloody great fat pig’ whereas on page 172, the more 
genteel Mathilde exclaims, in one of her moments of irrational raving, using the French 
term le bougre. This I have translated with ‘the rotten so-and-so’. 
The term couillon is also a fairly strong insult meaning a fool or an imbecile in the 
source language. Although it is a French word (as distinct from dialect), its use is much 
more widespread in the south of France than in the north. It appears frequently in Giono 
as well as in Barral. In Giono’s novel Colline, Le Clercq has frequently translated it 
with the archaic dialect word ‘gowk’. As I have explained elsewhere, I judge this 
inappropriate, as couillon is not a dialect word in French. In my translation, I have 
generally used the mainstream words ‘fool’ or ‘idiot’, but to capture the strength and the 
register of the epithet in English I have frequently qualified the term ‘fool’ with 
‘bloody’ or ‘damned’. 
As a third example, I take Ficelle’s comment on page 224 where he says Pute de 
Barbaste. Il nous a couillonnés. This use of pute, which literally means ‘whore’, is quite 
idiosyncratic to French. Using a literal translation in the TL would be entirely 
inappropriate and it is difficult to emulate with an equivalent term, while the 
employment of couillon as a verb, as in couillonnés, is an invention of the speaker. The 
less colourful translation ‘That damned Barbaste. He’s made bloody fools of us’ has to 
suffice. 
 
Generic issues in translation from French to English 
As noted in Chapter 1, many books and articles such as those by Vinay and 
Darbelnet (1958), Mounin (1963), Guillemin-Flescher (1988), Hervey and Higgins 
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(2002), Armstrong (2005) and Bellos (2011) deal in detail with the intrinsic differences 
between French and English forms of expression and the difficulties that this poses for 
the translator. Equally, James Grieve’s Dictionary of Contemporary French Connectors 
(Grieve 1996) deals comprehensively with the pervasive use of expository connectors in 
French, and the role that they play in discourse, especially written discourse and 
argumentation. In French there is a typical tendency to avoid a passive structure by 
including the active subject in the representation of events and/or by the use of animism 
which endows activities with human characteristics. Hence in Chronique on page 220 
we have the phrase les arbres gémissaient en se couchant and [l’orage] se calme (221) 
just as one hears today on the French radio news un poids lourd s’est couché sur 
l’autoroute. These are structures generally not used in English and require a different 
approach such as ‘the trees groaned as they were blown almost horizontal’ if the 
description is to sound natural. There is also the very widespread use of the impersonal 
pronoun on instead of the relevant personal pronoun which if translated literally into 
English would sound very out of place. For example on page 220, Ficelle says on a 
passé le virage du Casquou whereas in English we would say ‘we’ve passed the bend at 
Casquou’. 
Another generic issue is the rendering of the subtleties that can arise in the choice 
of the familiar tu form and the more formal vous form in the French ST. This issue does 
not arise in Barral’s novel as virtually all the exchanges of dialogue involve the familiar 
tu form, as is the case in Giono’s Colline. However, there is a passage in Chamson’s 
Chiffre where this issue comes up in a very specific manner. This is dealt with in 
Chapter 5 of the thesis. 
The anomalies that may arise with the fact that nouns have gender in French, 
whereas in English they do not, rarely pose a problem in translation. However, 
occasionally confusion can potentially arise. For example on page 56 of Chronique, 
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Ficelle is relating a story where he finds himself face to face with a wild boar. Initially 
he refers to un énorme, un formidable solitaire and to le sanglier and describes the 
boar’s actions using the masculine personal pronoun il (il a laissé les autres partir). We 
know the boar is a male, as un solitaire is the term applied to an old boar that has been 
cast out from the herd. But a few sentences later, Ficelle starts to refer to the animal as 
la bête and to the same animal’s subsequent actions with the female third person 
pronoun, (la bête me manque… elle s’encroque sa tête). 
A consequence of all nouns having gender in French is that, in order to avoid 
ambiguity, French narration uses pronouns for signifying the speaker in reported speech 
far less frequently than is the practice in English. As mentioned earlier, the French 
narrator is often obliged to continue to repeat the name of the speaker in a passage 
reporting dialogue, whereas in English, having identified the speaker by name, the 
English narrator would normally refer to the same speaker subsequently as ‘he’ or ‘she’. 
In terms of producing a natural-sounding passage of reported speech in the TT, it is 
important to be vigilant that one is not reproducing the French practice. 
Similarly, in French, word order, particularly what is sometimes termed ‘left 
dislocation’, is a stylistic feature of French often used to create emphasis where 
intonation or punctuation would be used in English. For example in a discussion about 
the merits of going to the beach, in French, a speaker might say, Moi, j’adore la plage 
which would literally translate as ‘Me, I love the beach.’ This is not how an English 
speaker would usually express this view in conversation. In English, the emphasis might 
simply be expressed in italics, ‘I love the beach’ or the speaker might say, ‘For my part, 
I love the beach.’ In a different sort of example in Barral, Ficelle recounts, Tu sais, les 
plombs, il faut bien qu’ils passent quelque part (52). If the translator is not being 
attentive to the way that this typically French construction differs from normal English 
word order and expression, the risk is that this will be reproduced as ‘You know, the 
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bullets, they have to go somewhere.’ A more natural-sounding way of rendering this 
sentence is, ‘You know, the bullets have to go somewhere.’ Similarly, using typically 
French construction, Barral frequently transposes a qualifying descriptive word or 
phrase in the sentence, separating it by a comma or commas, a phenomenon known as 
the adjective qualicatif en position détachée and the épithète detachée (see Bescherelle 
la grammaire pour tous 363-6). Some examples of this are: mal à l’aise, les trois 
hommes s’étaient levés (41); le jeune homme, ému, contempla le village (50); Indécis, 
Laurent regardait son oncle (175). It is very easy to unconsciously adopt this 
construction in the TL. It is not unknown or always inappropriate to use this type of 
syntax in English, but to emulate the frequency with which Barral uses it would sound 
out of place in English. This, of course, comes back to the argument about how ‘fluent’ 
and ‘natural’ the translator is seeking to be, and whether the translation should bear the 
marks of the ST syntax. I have taken the view that the TT should sound as natural as the 
ST does. If it is a natural-sounding and typical form of expression in the ST it should be 
equally natural-sounding in the TT. 
There are important differences between French and English punctuation. The 
source text uses the standard French method of indicating direct speech. Hence, Barral 
does not generally use quotation marks to frame dialogue, but rather direct speech is 
marked by beginning a new indented line, and commencing the dialogue with a dash. I 
have followed standard English practice to mark direct speech and to punctuate direct 
speech as does de Mauny. By contrast, Le Clercq’s punctuation of dialogue seems to be 
a compromise between standard French practice and standard English practice. Barral 
observes in commenting on his novel that the characters he writes about are larger than 
life and that they conduct and express themselves in a very colourful way. It is perhaps 
to capture the energy of their exaggerated behaviour that Barral punctuates both the 
dialogue and the narration with a large number of exclamation marks and suspension 
262 
 
points. While the author advises that he invests considerable effort into his punctuation 
and that the punctuation is critical to the rhythm of the story, clearly this style of 
punctuation is quite out of step with standard TL usage and would create a considerable 
distraction if it were carried into translation. Vinay and Darbelnet state: ‘In spoken 
language, emphasis can be expressed by intonation, pitch, stress, and even gestures, 
none of which are available to written expression’ (Vinay and Darbelnet 219). The 
authors go on to observe that, in French, other means of emphasis are available such as 
quotation marks, suspension marks and exceptional accents or signs such as hénaurme 
instead of énorme. All of these devices are liberally used by Barral. In my translation I 
have adhered to normal TL practice. In respect of the ST’s plethora of exclamation 
marks, I have generally taken the approach of only retaining them in situations where 
they would be used in English to show the dramatic or interactive force of a string of 
words. In English, the explanation mark can legitimately be used with certain greetings, 
with interjections, and with a range of expressions of surprise including those framed as 
a rhetorical question. As well as marking utterances which are truly exclamations, I 
have also sometimes included them where the author has wanted to draw attention to a 
particular word or phrase in an ironic manner. In respect of the ellipsis points, once 
again, I have retained these only in situations where it is appropriate to use them in the 
TL. There is a particular situation where ellipsis points are used on more that one 
occasion by both Giono and Barral that is not seen in English. This is where in the 
course of a conversation between two people, one of the participants does not respond 
to the interlocutor’s question or statement. The respondent’s silence is simply marked 
by ‘…’ on a separate line (see for example Colline 175; Chronique 89). While this 
punctuation technique is not generally used in the TL, I have retained this approach in 
my translation of Chronique, as indeed Le Clercq does in his translation, as I consider it 
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Throughout my translation I have attempted to honour the original as closely as 
possible without being literal. I have therefore sought to achieve equivalence in 
referential meaning and social and tonal register. I have sought to emulate the style but 
not to emulate typically French structures, or emulate an inversion where an inversion 
would not be appropriate in English. I have not reproduced the punctuation style of the 
original. I have sought to observe and reproduce the subtle differences in the mode and 
force of expression which contribute to the characterization of the protagonists, to 
choose synonyms in the TL which match the meaning and register of the many and 
varied French colloquialisms, to choose expressions which are neutral in terms of 
varieties of English, so that the reader does not get the impression that the story is being 
told in the vernacular of any particular English-speaking region and to be faithful to the 
uncomplicated rural and rustic story-telling genre which is so important to the author 
(who emphasizes that his objective is always, above all, to tell a good story). 
I have taken the view that English readers who have chosen to read a book about 
life in the Cévennes will understand, and indeed want to see in the text some elements 
of ‘Frenchness’. Hence I have not attempted to translate or Anglicize the names of 
characters or French place names except where there is an important information 
component to the name. For the same reason, I have retained a number of French terms 
which would be familiar to nearly all TL readers or self-explanatory from the context. 
These include well-known terms of familial address such as Maman and Papa, the more 
well known official titles such as gendarme, the common forms of greeting, terms of 
address such as Monsieur and Madame. I reasoned that they would be understood by the 
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TL reader and I also considered that choosing from the possible equivalent terms in 
English can be fraught with the risk of changing how the reader perceives a relationship 
or changing the register. Above all I have attempted to reflect the author’s version of 
what it was to be Cévenol, the style of humour, the belief systems and the way of life in 




Commentary on the Translation of Jean Giono’s Colline entitled Hill of Destiny 
 by Jacques Le Clercq 
 
This chapter critically examines the approach taken by Jacques Le Clercq to his 
translation of Jean Giono’s Colline.53 
 
Giono’s approach to dialogue 
Giono’s novel and its protagonists are set in a strikingly similar social milieu to 
the remote mountain village setting of Chronique d’un été cévenol and in much the 
same era. As is the case with the translation of Chronique d’un été cévenol, reproducing 
the source text’s compelling evocation of place, capturing the author’s expressive voice 
and successfully rendering the dialogue, colloquialisms and dialect in Giono’s novel, 
Colline, are all critical to the overall success of any translation. Jean Giono has, above 
all, a sharp eye and ear for the way the local peasants speak and think, their accent, their 
verbal mannerisms, their superstitions, their simplicity and their thought processes. The 
challenge is to evoke this very particular French peasant mindset and manner of 
speaking in English and correctly capture the referential meaning, the rhythm and sound 
patterns, and the register and tone of the dialogue between the peasant protagonists. 
There is also the problem of rendering the mystical, nonsensical and semi-delirious 
ravings of the old man, Janet, in English. Janet’s ravings are akin to those of Barral’s 
character, the grandmother Mathilde. Both authors use the same regional colloquialism, 
namely the verb déparler, to describe these irrational ramblings. 
The translation of Giono’s dialogue poses additional challenges beyond those 
outlined above as he employs a number of stylistic devices, such as his practice of 
53 Giono, Jean: Hill of Destiny. Trans. Jacques Le Clercq. New York: Brentano’s Publishers, 1929, (cited 
as Hill). Trans. of Colline. Paris: B. Grasset, 1929 (cited as Colline). 
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juxtaposing tenses and his extensive use of the present tense in the style of a spoken 
rather than written discourse to convey immediacy, the various characteristics of the 
sentence structure which he employs, including a verse-like layout of his paragraphs, 
and his extensive employment of invented words, regional Provençalisms and 
onomatopoeia. 
The unique register of the simple peasants’ perspective and dialogue is integral to 
the register of the source text. Giono affirms in his own observations on the Pan trilogy, 
of which Colline is the first novel: 
Je ne sais pas comment parlent les paysans du Nord, de la Loire, du Jura, 
mais je sais parfaitement comment ceux de haute Provence parlent.[ . . .] Je 
ne fais pas de littérature ; je ne suis plus qu’un simple phonographe 
(Présentation de Pan 1971: 761). 
Giono has written that as an employee of the bank, one of his roles was to sell 
government-backed securities. In this capacity he visited countless houses and farms on 
the plateau and in the hills and made extensive notes about the inhabitants, which he 
retained and later drew on, to create the characters in Colline (Notes et variantes: 
Colline 952). It is very clear that Giono prides himself on the authenticity of his 
dialogue. Accordingly, capturing the register of Giono’s peasants’ dialogue must be 
seen as a critical element in evaluating any translation of Colline. Equally important is 
the principle accepted in some form by most translators that the translation should have 
an equivalent effect on the readers of the target text as it does on the readers of the 
source text. For example, Oliver Edwards, quoted by Eugene Nida in Principles of 
Correspondence (Nida 2012: 147), argues that: 
We expect approximate truth in a translation. . . . What we want to have is the 
truest possible feel of the original. The characters, the situations, the 
reflections must come to us as they were in the author’s mind and heart, not 
necessarily precisely as he had them on his lips. 
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In other words, we expect what Nida terms ‘dynamic equivalence’. Nida himself 
adds: 
[I]ndividuals must be properly characterized by the appropriate selection and 
arrangement of words, so that such features as social class or geographical 
dialect will be immediately evident. Moreover, each character must be 
permitted to have the same kind of individuality as the author himself gave 
them in the original message (154). 
This is the framework against which I approached this review of the translation of 
Colline by Jacques Le Clercq. 
 
Portrayal of dialogue and accent in Colline 
The dialogue between the peasants as presented by Giono is spare, simple, rustic 
and enlivened by images drawn from their daily experience. It is important to note that 
although the speakers have had very little formal education, in Giono’s novel they speak 
a standard form of French which is entirely and easily comprehensible to a 
contemporary French reader from any part of France, whether they have an urban or 
rural background. Frequently, as noted in Chapter 1, page 52-53 of this thesis, Giono 
uses the way he transcribes the dialogue to capture the southern French peasant’s 
manner of speaking, using the way words or phrases are spelt to portray the regional 
accent in pronunctiation (for example a instead of elle and y instead of il) and 
abbreviating negative phrases (for example, sais pas instead of je ne sais pas) to capture 
the oral form of the utterance. As Pamela Grant has observed in her article on Shelia 
Fischman, ‘when dialogue reflects phonetic features of the oral French, a certain 
amount of loss is inevitable’ (Grant 2006: 185). Frequently, Giono also has the speakers 
abbreviate words or drop parts or endings of words (such as jourd’hui instead of 
aujourd’hui). The dialogue is colloquial, unornamented and uneducated but not 
generally dialectal. It is also important to recognize that although the peasants of the era 
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often used dialect or patois, Giono himself has eschewed its use in his rendering of 
dialogue and the language used by the peasants is not particularly archaic. Indeed he 
was quite antagonistic towards the notion of a ‘Provençal’ language, which he often 
claimed to be an invented language. He devoted quite a large part of his preface to the 
Éditions des Exemplaires (1930) (Appendix II: Colline 950) to explain his views about 
the language used by the protagonists. He stated that: 
Les hommes de ma terre ont une langue imagée, précise, musclée et qui 
sonne délicieusement faux comme ces flûtes rustiques faites au hasard de sept 
brins de roseaux. Je ne parle pas ici de ce que l’on a coutume à Paris 
d’appeler le Provençal (cet eunuque fardé que l’on promène au son du 
tambourin) mais, bel et bien de ce que l’on a coutume à Manosque d’appeler: 
le Français (sic). 
He continues later to say of the dialect, C’est un patois qui change de vallée en 
vallée, de colline en colline, de plaine en plaine, de ferme en ferme (Colline 950), an 
observation echoed in very similar language by René Barral in conversation with me. 
Indeed Barral shares an almost identical view to Giono’s on the subject of patois. Giono 
wrote, when responding to a person who told him that he had composed a few small 
Provençal poems: 
Mon vieux, la poésie provençale ne m’intéresse pas du tout. Je ne connais 
pas le provençal, et en plus quand on veut exprimer quelque chose, on essaie 
de l’écrire dans une langue qui s’adresse au plus grand nombre de gens 
possible. Le provençal n’est lu que par quelques apothicaires. Si tu veux 
écrire véritablement, écris en français.54 
Giono insisted further on his approach to capturing the language used by his 
protagonists, when he wrote: 
Goethe notait soigneuesement sur un papier la conversation d’une paysanne 
vendant ses œufs. Montaigne admirait les onomatopées diplomatiques des 
54 The exchange quoted is drawn from Entretiens avec Jean Amrouche et Taos Amrouche and is 
reproduced in Philippe Gardy L’ombre de l’occitan 83. 
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maquignons, et Rabelais… J’ai employé cette langue-là pour écrire Colline. 
J’ai dit en commençant qu’il fallait être vrai. Ainsi, on trouvera avec des 
multitudes d’autres fautes : « le cuiller », « je l’ai faite taire » et même « 
putin », « tin » pour la sonorité du mot et parce que ce mot-là prononcé de 
cette façon dans la lumière de mes collines ce n’est pas le même mot que  
« putain » « tain » dit avec l’accent de Paris sur un trottoir de la ville. Il y a 
aussi dans Colline des mots grossiers. J’ai dit en commençant qu’il fallait 
être vrai (Colline 950). 
From all the foregoing it is indisputable that Giono deliberately chose not to 
portray his characters as speaking some kind of dialect. Rather, what he was trying to 
capture was the vivid imagery they used, their distinctive pronunciation of conventional 
French, and the robust and sometimes vulgar manner in which they expressed 
themselves. He also laid great stress on the importance of superstition, to which he had 
been exposed on many occasions in his dealings with the local farmers (Colline 943). 
The fact that Giono’s characters do not generally use dialect in their exchanges makes 
Le Clercq’s decision to use an amalgam of northern British dialects in his translation 
particularly contentious. I agree with Lauren Leighton in Two Worlds, One Art when 
she observes: 
The majority of modern translators agree that the dialect-for-dialect method 
has proved to be the worst solution to the problem simply because dialects 
do not have equivalents in terms of time, place, and cultural-historical 
associations in other languages [ . . .] The translation of dialect using dialect 
does not work (Leighton 1991: 211). 
Leighton’s point is strongly reinforced given that the source text itself has made 
scant use of dialect. 
Among the characters in Colline, it is the character of Janet who has the most 
distinctive voice. A man in his 80s, who has probably had the least education of any of 
the main characters, Janet is given to prophetic pronouncements, mysterious 
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incantations, nonsensical ravings, ill-tempered outbursts and fairly coarse 
colloquialisms. Le Clercq has sought to find an appropriate and equivalent voice for 
Janet (whose name he has changed to Jadet55) and for the other characters. I would 
argue that his approach is not successful. In my view, Le Clercq has employed a number 
of questionable strategies in his translation of dialogue which involved distinct 
departures from the source text and changed its register. Le Clercq has not provided us 
with any commentary on his translation strategy. In all probability his approach was a 
strategy designed to compensate for the difficulties of reproducing some of the features 
described above. It is my view that he has taken any notion of compensation well 
beyond Chukovsky’s and others’ exhortations to translators to err on the side of 
moderation. Relatively standard French speech, readily understood by contemporary 
readers of the source language and unquestionably explicitly intended by Giono, has 
been transposed into a form of English dialect. The speakers’ vocabulary of standard 
French words has been translated into passages in the target text which contain a 
multitude of very obscure and sometimes apparently invented English words that are 
not readily comprehensible to the average English reader, and the speakers use archaic 
words and constructions in the target text whereas there are virtually no such archaisms 
in the source text. Moreover, throughout the dialogue, succinct utterances have been 
replaced by wordy formulations. It is also my view that Le Clercq has failed to 
differentiate between the voices of the main characters, whereas Giono has created a 
voice for Janet which is quite different from that, for example, of Jaume. 
The dialect and exaggeratedly rustic and archaic language which is ubiquitous in 
Le Clercq’s translation, seems to be drawn from Scots and North Country English. This 
creates a jarring contrast between the French Provençal setting and the protagonists’ 
dialogue in the target text. This is a puzzling strategy on the part of the translator, 
55 The translator’s decision to change the man Janet’s name to Jadet in the translation was presumably 
intended to avoid confusion in the TL with the woman’s name Janet. 
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because in the descriptive and narrative passages the translator has been faithful to the 
French Provençal setting and place names. 
 
Lexical choices 
There are numerous examples of the translator using relatively obscure English 
dialect terms to translate rather commonplace French words or slang. An entire phrase, 
‘Ye bloody gowk, ye’ (Hill 147) is used to translate the single French pejorative word 
couillon (Colline 176). ‘Gowk’ is a word that would have many Anglophone readers 
reaching for the dictionary. The OED informs us that this is a Scots or Northern English 
dialect term for a fool or a half-witted or awkward person. The dictionary gives 
examples of this definition, dated from the 1600s to the 1800s. Couillon by contrast is a 
relatively commonly used slang term in the SL for a fool or an imbecile. It is not 
specific to any particular region in France, although it is in more common use in the 
south. It is a word which was contemporary at the time of writing, as it is still today. 
Hence the translator has captured the meaning but not the register of the speaker. In the 
continuation of the above conversation on the same page, when Janet observes des 
couillons comme vous, il y en a toujours trop the translator uses the word ‘cods’ to 
translate the word couillons (Colline 176, Hill 148). The OED informs us this is a slang 
term of unknown origin dating from the 17th century meaning an old fool or an idiot. 
Once again, the translator has used an obscure and archaic English term to translate the 
commonly used mainstream French term. In another example, Janet says, Je te croyais 
pas si couillon (Colline, 138) using couillon as an adjective. This could be simply 
translated ‘I didn’t think you were so cretinous.’ Whereas Le Clercq has rendered this in 
his target text as, ‘Well I never took ye for such a blarsted gowk!’ (Hill 38) adding an 
‘r’ into the normal spelling of ‘blasted’ and using an exclamation mark to replace the 
full stop in the source text. This approach changes the register. Giono himself states, in 
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a passage discussing unapologetically his replication of ‘coarse’ words in the dialogue 
between his peasants, that he doesn’t find such words grossier. He gives as an example, 
witnessing a young mother bouncing her child on her knees as she sang to him from her 
‘pure mouth’, mon beau couillon. He found her expression touching and not at all 
coarse (Appendice II: Colline 951). 
While Le Clercq generally uses rather obscure and archaic terms for an old fool or 
idiot to translate couillon, on at least one occasion he translates it in a way that suggests 
the word means ‘ill-intentioned’. This occurs when Jaume is suggesting to Gondran that 
they should seek the advice of Janet in trying to find the spring, Gondran responds 
Janet? Ah! va, c’est un couillon (Colline 161). For some reason, Le Clercq chooses to 
translate this with, ‘Jadet? Ah, there’s a barstard for you’ (Hill 104) when clearly 
Gondran is saying that Janet is a silly old fool and not worth consulting rather than that 
he is ill-intentioned. As with ‘blarsted’, the insertion of the ‘r’ into the target text 
‘bastard’ creates a regional peculiarity which is not present in the source text. 
When describing the behaviour of a cat, the translator uses the word ‘neb’ (Hill 
74) to translate museau (Colline 151). Again museau is a mainstream word in the source 
language for an animal’s muzzle, nose or snout, depending on the animal. By contrast, 
‘neb’, while it correctly captures the meaning is a very rare word in the target language 
when used with this signification and is now, according to the OED, only used in 
northern English or Scottish terminology and generally only in relation to fish such as 
trout. By contrast, the translator has used a felicitous formula in the same paragraph to 
capture Giono’s enfin, toutes les chatteries where he uses the phrase ‘in a word, all a 
cat’s calendar of tricks’ employing a non-arcane and evocative figure of speech to 
translate chatteries (Colline 151, Hill 74). 
Generally, Le Clercq seems to have gone out of his way to select words and 
expressions which, in stark contrast to the source text, will have the target text 
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readership puzzling and possibly reaching for the dictionary. There are many additional 
examples of this throughout his translation. 
Le Clercq chooses the ‘Ye’re friggled proper, the whole lot of ye’ (Hill 147) to 
translate the simple French vous êtes foutus (Colline 176). The French expression in 
question is used commonly in all parts of France and is a somewhat coarse popular 
expression essentially meaning ‘you’re stuffed’ or ‘you’re buggered’ or ‘ you’ve had it’. 
By contrast the term ‘friggled’ as the translator has used it here does not appear in the 
OED. One can find a (rare) verb in English dictionaries ‘to friggle’ meaning to wriggle 
or to fumble and there is also the verb ‘to frig’ which is a coarse popular euphemism 
meaning ‘masturbate’ or ‘fuck’ or ‘mess about’ e.g. ‘stop frigging about’. The actual 
form ‘friggled’ may have been invented by the translator. Although the context makes 
the meaning clear, it seems an obscure choice of word in the target language to translate 
such a mainstream word in the source language. However, one has to bear in mind that 
publishers at that time were very conservative about the use of coarse language for legal 
reasons. Le Clercq’s intention in using the word ‘friggled’ as a euphemism is clearer 
when he uses it very effectively in a later passage, ‘And yer daughter that gets herself 
friggled by the driveller. . . .’ (Hill 150) to translate ta fille qui se fait tambouriner par le 
baveux… (Colline 177). 
Other examples where Le Clercq uses an obscure expression to translate simple 
mainstream French include where Jaume asks Gondran, who he finds shaving, the 
perfectly banal question, tu te fais beau? (Colline 161). Le Clercq translates this as 
‘prankin’ yerself out eh?’ (Hill 103), using the rare and archaic English verb to ‘prank’. 
Where Giono writes, C’est un soir malade (Colline 136), which is admittedly an 
unusual use of the adjective malade, but which could be readily translated by a variety 
of English words to capture the sense in context, for example, ‘miserable’, ‘wild’, 
‘turbulent’ or ‘nasty’, given that the descriptive passage which follows tells us that it 
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was a stormy night with violent winds, Le Clercq’s translation is ‘The weather is reasty’ 
(Hill 30). The OED states that the word ‘reasty’ is a largely regional word meaning 
‘rancid’ usually used to describe bacon or butter. It is my view that Le Clercq’s decision 
is inappropriate on a number of grounds. Firstly, while the adjective malade is used in a 
slightly unusual way in the source text, it is a very commonplace word. Secondly, while 
the word has several meanings, none of them corresponds to ‘rancid’. Hence an obscure 
and generally archaic regional word with a specific meaning in the target language is 
used to translate a mainstream word in the source language. The word ‘reasty’, like 
many of Le Clercq’s choices is not a word that will be familiar to most anglophone 
readers, while the word malade constitutes absolutely basic vocabulary in the source 
language. 
Janet uses the expression c’était recta (Colline 135), a mainstream French 
colloquialism with a meaning to the effect that ‘it was regular as clockwork’, Le Clercq 
translates this with the expression “ ’twar sure as tares” (Hill 28). Once again it was 
difficult, as an English mother-tongue reader, to understand this expression without 
recourse to the OED. ‘Tares’ is a word meaning seeds, usually of vetch. It is also used 
to refer to a weed growing among wheat. While I was unable to find a reference to ‘as 
sure as tares’ in the OED, A Dictionary of Similes of 1916 (Wilstach 1916) contains 
this simile from an anonymous source. I have inferred that the expression is a reference 
to the biblical parable of the tares (Matthew 13: 24-30), where it is written that at the 
time of harvest the wheat shall be separated from the tares. The expression recta is not 
nearly as obscure and hence, particularly with the use of ‘’twar’ instead of the much 
easier ‘’twas’, the register is distorted by the translator. 
There are also some factual mistranslations which seem unnecessary and mildly 
misleading. In the following example, there is one extended passage of dialogue 
between Jaume and Janet which illustrates many of the problems of this translation. 
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Firstly Le Clercq’s translation contains errors and omissions. While these are not of a 
fatal nature there seems to be no reasonable explanation for them. On page 175 of the 
source text Janet poses a number of questions to Jaume to which Jaume doesn’t 
respond: 
— T’as parlé le berli du berlu à la corbelle du corbeau? 
— … 
— T’as louché? 
— … 
— T’as vu le nid du matagot, derrière la colle d’Espel, là où n’y a que des 
ginestes brûlées, que c’est lui qui les brûle dans son respire ? 
Le Clercq omits some of this dialogue and compresses the series of questions. Hence he 
omits the first of the above questions which is admittedly challenging as it essentially 
represents mystical nonsense. In my view it could be translated ‘did you speak in 
tongues (or talk gibberish) to the wife of the crow?’ However you translate it, the 
question unambiguously relates to a female crow (corbelle). Having omitted this 
question altogether, Le Clercq’s translation of this passage of dialogue starts with ‘Did 
ye squint?’ (Hill 145). Apart from the archaism of the ‘ye’, which Le Clercq uses 
throughout, I think in the context, the question would make more sense if he had 
translated it ‘Did you cross your eyes?’ as the series of questions obviously relates to a 
mystical kind of ritual. Le Clercq’s translation of the next question is: ‘Did ye see the 
nest of the whorlbird behind the hillock of Espel, there where there’s nought but burnt 
junipers, and himself that scorches them with his fiery breath’ (Hill 145). This 
translation is problematic. Firstly a matagot is not a bird, let alone a ‘whorlbird’. The 
latter creature does not appear in the OED and is possibly an invention of the translator. 
A matagot, according to Lou Tresor dóu Felibrige56, is a magical cat endowed with the 
capability to enrich all those who take care of it. This source appears to have informed 
56 Lou Tresor dóu Felibrige de Frédéric Mistral (Dictionnaire) 1878. 
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Luce Ricatte’s footnote to page 175 of Colline (Colline 957). Ricatte’s footnote also 
makes it clear that it is the breath of the matagot which has scorched the ginestes, a 
point that is by no means clear in Le Clercq’s condensed translation. In the same 
sentence, Le Clercq has translated ginestes as ‘junipers’. This is incorrect; the word 
signifies the wild broom (genêt in French) ubiquitous in the high country of southern 
France (from the Occitan ginèsta.). Le Clercq makes the same error on page 154 of Hill 
of Destiny. In another botanical error, he incorrectly translates plantier (Colline 179) by 
‘plantain’ (Hill 156), a most curious choice given that in southern France the Occitan 
word plantier signifies a newly planted vine, less than one year old. In the same 
sentence, olivette is incorrectly translated as ‘field poppy’. Olivette is a word used in 
both Occitan and French to signify a grove of olive trees. In the south of France it may 
also signify a variety of table grape grown in Provence with olive shaped fruit, or a 
tomato vine with oval fruit. While it cannot be certain which of these meanings was 
intended, translating the word as a ‘field poppy’ appears wrong. 
Le Clercq also sometimes uses obscure words in the narrative as he has in the 
dialogue when a simple word would be more effective. For example, he translates il se 
redresse (Colline 148) by ‘he bridles up’ (Hill 65). The OED documents a rare usage of 
the verb ‘to bridle’ meaning to throw up one’s head and tuck in one’s chin or to assume 
a dignified or offended air or manner. However to most readers the verb to ‘bridle up’ 
confusingly suggests the presence of a horse. Since this passage commences with 
Gondran digging, it seems clear that the narrator simply intends to present an image of 
Gondran straightening up. Any confusion about the translator’s use of the word ‘bridle’ 
is compounded by the fact that Le Clercq uses the word ‘bridle’, in its more familiar 
English sense, meaning to take offence, elsewhere in the novel. 
On page 9 of Hill of Destiny, vigne vierge is translated as ‘wild briony’, a plant 
endogenous to England, when in fact this botanically different plant is well known in 
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English as Virginia Creeper (Colline 129). Elsewhere, Jaume is reported in the source 
text as drinking six litres of wine (Colline 134, Hill 24), more than double the six pints 
that the target text attributes to him. Moreover the source text mentions that in addition 
to the six litres of wine a day, he also partakes of le marc, le semoustat, le vin rosé et les 
griottes. The target text renders marc as ‘brandy’, and then adds four additional tipples 
instead of three, namely ‘grog-sup, raven-water, neat wine and cherry-dram’. An 
accurate translation of these familiar French beverages would be much less mysterious 
to the English reader, namely: ‘new wine, rosé, and brandied cherries’, semoustat being 
a Provençal word meaning ‘new or unfermented wine57’. 
Page 191 of Colline features the following very standard exchange between 
Jaume and Janet: 
« Père, vous avez pris la clef de l’armoire? 
— Allez, allez vite, dit Jaume. 
— Père, la clef de l’armoire, père, la clef? 
— Quoi? 
— La clef de l’armoire? 
Le Clercq has translated this fairly simple and grammatically commonplace exchange as 
follows: 
‘Have ye the key to the wardrobe, father?’ 
‘Get on, hurry,’ Jaume says. 
‘The key to the wardrobe, father, the key to the wardrobe?’ 
‘What’s that ye say?’ 
‘The key to the wardrobe?’ (Hill 189) 
To my mind, a more accurate translation of the register of this exchange would 
eliminate the gratuitous archaic rusticity and simply reflect what Giono wrote: 
‘Father, did you take the key to the wardrobe?’ 
‘Get going, hurry,’ Jaume says. 




                                                 
‘The key to the wardrobe, father, the key?’ 
‘What?’ 
‘The key to the wardrobe?’ 
This may seem like a trivial example, but the use of ‘ye’ throughout the novel is 
strange. The novel is, after all, set in the late 1920s. The protagonists have a rather 
archaic and superstitious mindset, as indeed the peasants of this region do to this day, 
but it does not justify using a term of address that situates the characters in rural 
England. 
 
Rhythm and style 
The examples where Le Clercq uses long, wordy archaic-sounding formulations 
in northern British dialect to translate the dialogue, which is mostly written in 
conventional French, are too numerous to cite exhaustively, as they occur on almost 
every page. In a simple example, Jaume asks Janet rather plaintively, qu’est-ce qu’on 
t’a fait? (Colline 176), which might simply be rendered ‘what’s anyone ever done to 
you ?’ which Le Clercq translates as ‘who’s ever done ought against ye?’ (Hill 148). 
The straightforward pendant ce temps (Colline 138), which could be translated by an 
equally simple construction such as ‘meanwhile’, has been translated as ‘happens 
meantime’ (Hill 35). In Colline, César responds to Gondran’s invitation to have a glass 
of absinthe in simple conventional French saying, Verse; je donne aux chèvres, et 
j’arrive (Colline 132). A simple translation of this would be ‘pour it, I’ll feed the goats 
and I’ll be back in a minute’. Admittedly this adds some words to the original but falls 
well short of Le Clercq’s puzzling decision to translate it with the very much wordier “ 
‘Ye can be pourin’ my own out for me’ the answer comes, ‘I’m for down yonder to feed 
the goats; I’ll be there betimes’” (Hill 19). There are a number of problems with this 
formulation. It makes a very succinct and clear statement excessively wordy, it uses 
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archaisms which are not in the source text, it talks about a ‘down yonder’ which is not 
in the source text and it uses the obscure ‘betimes’ which according to the OED can 
mean soon, or in a timely fashion but which is not a word that would be familiar to most 
English readers. 
In order to capture the voice of the author and his characters, the translator needs 
to look at the actual language used, to observe where regionalisms, grammatical faults, 
omissions of words or parts of words, departures from standard syntax and attempts to 
depict accent occur and to attempt to find an equivalent which is relatively neutral 
standard English but which captures the variations from standard educated language. A 
study of the source text will reveal that marked departures from standard French in 
Giono’s dialogue by no means dominate the ST as they do in the TT. Further, the 
rhythm of Giono’s dialogue is generally quite staccato. The speakers use a minimum of 
words. Le Clercq fails to reflect this, often using quite wordy translations such as 
‘what’s that ye say’ instead of ‘what’, as cited above, which to my mind add nothing 
and are not reflective of the original. Le Clercq often yields to the temptation to add 
explanatory words to elucidate the text, as in the example cited earlier in this 
commentary where César accepts Gondran’s offer of a drink. 
There is no doubt that translating colloquial or rustic expressions from one 
language to another is problematic. My objection to Le Clercq’s approach is that he has 
chosen colloquial words or expressions in the target language which, rather than being 
as neutral as possible, are unnecessarily obscure, archaic, rare and redolent of a specific 
English-speaking context and culture that situates the dialogue and action elsewhere 
than in Provence. 
That said, there are times when Le Clercq translates Jaume’s sentences quite 
nicely. For example, he writes: 
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Well, at peep of dawn, I hears a light step over the leaves: ‘It’s a young ’un’, 
says I to myself, and I slips my gun softly through the hole and I watch (Hill 
73) (Colline 151). 
The fact that Le Clercq has used ungrammatical English here and elsewhere in the 
relating of this particular anecdote58, to translate a perfectly grammatical French phrase 
is a good example of the type of compensation that Le Clercq could have used more 
widely. As a form of non-standard speech, it is a neutral means of conveying the 
educational level of the speaker and the way an uneducated rural speaker might have 
recounted the story in the TL. As previously mentioned, Giono frequently uses the way 
he spells certain words to convey the southern French Provençal accent. This cannot be 
captured in English. However, Le Clercq’s use of ungrammatical and uneducated 
speech in English to translate essentially standard French syntax is a means of 
compensating in some way for the way that Giono has conveyed the speakers’ 
Provençal accent in French and is a means of giving the speakers an appropriate voice. 
The fact that the protagonists are rustic and uneducated is at the heart of the story and of 
Giono’s creativity. Hence some strategy must be used to capture the protagonists’ lack 
of education and rusticity in the target language. Another problem is that there are many 
instances where Le Clercq has not differentiated the voice of Janet from the voice of 
Jaume. Janet, because of his age, his generation and his verbal signature, which 
combines cunning, malevolence, mysticism, vulgarity and nonsense, has a very 
different way of speaking from that of Jaume, who uses more measured, rational and 
conventional French. Giono records this consistently; Le Clercq does not, and at times 
has Jaume speaking in a manner that sounds more like Janet. For example on page 152 
of the ST Jaume turns to Gondran and says: 
« Toi, dit-il, tu pourras peut-être apprendre le fin du fin. Il y a Janet. Ce n’est 
pas pour toi que je dis ça, mais c’est par lui que tout a commencé. 
58 Le Clercq uses ‘I seen’ to translate j’ai vu in two instances in this passage. 
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« C’est pas pour toi, c’est pas pour lui, tu n’en savais rien, lui non plus. 
(Colline 152). 
Le Clercq translates this with: 
As for yerself, Gondran, ye’ll maybe be able to learn the secret. There’s 
Jadet. I’m not sayin’ this against ye, but it all begun with ’un. It’s not against 
ye nor against ’un, I say it; ye know nought about it, nor did ’un’ (Hill 77). 
Another element in appropriately transmitting the tenor of the dialogue between 
the peasants is to emulate the economy of words, the laconic short sentences, to 
carefully render the words implicit or omitted without losing meaning, and at times to 
capture the stress on the tonic pronoun using English rather than French structures and 
techniques. For example Jaume says to Maurras: 
« C’est pas par là qu’il faut chercher. Je le sais, moi, ce qu’il faut faire 
(Colline 155). 
Le Clercq again uses an overly wordy formula to translate this response although he 
captures the tonic pronoun quite well, when he translates: 
It’s not that way we must be lookin’ to remedy the evil. No – I know what we 
must do (Hill 84). 
David Bellos observes that the practice in spoken French of adding emphasis to a 
sentence by taking the pronoun out of its normal grammatical place, which he terms 
‘left dislocation’ (Bellos 2011: 193) is usually reflected by French novelists in their 
representations of dialogue, as Giono has done. Understandably this typically French 
practice is not reflected in most translations of dialogue into English. 
In Colline, Giono’s narrative draws on regionalisms or Provençal words. The 
prose also has a particular rhythm driven by the short sentences and the tone, which is at 
times also incantatory. As with the dialogue, capturing the narrator’s voice in 
translation, and eschewing the temptation to add explanatory words, to create more 
elegant phrases and sentences to ensure that the meaning is not lost in the target text 
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presents a challenge. It is interesting that when Le Clercq is translating the narrative as 
distinct from the dialogue he is far more successful in reproducing the ‘voice’ of Giono. 
Giono’s voice is characterized by his adoption of a poetic literary style employing 
a rich and imaginative vocabulary and remarkable, highly original and striking imagery, 
although the sentence structures always remain succinct. We know from Giono’s own 
writings that he intended to write a poem in prose. He wrote to his friend Lucien 
Jacques, Puis j’ai pris des notes pour un “Pan” sous l’influence manifeste de Walt W., 
moderne, long poème (Cahiers Giono 1981: 148). The impression that many of Giono’s 
descriptive passages represent a poem in prose is reinforced by his sentence and 
paragraph structure, which is important to reflect in English as it has been designed for 
specific narrative and poetic effect. Le Clercq deals with this by dividing the text into 
short passages with non-figurative symbols marking the separation between each 
passage. This constitutes a departure from Giono’s own text. It is, nonetheless, a 
reasonable strategy for reflecting the poetic structure but it does not compensate for the 
fact that Le Clercq has detracted from the poetry at times by his use of unwieldy 
complicated sentences. 
Korneĭ Chukovsky argues in The Art of Translation that it is the task of the 
translator to ‘catch the tempo and cadences which are as essential to artistic prose as 
they are to poetry’ (Chukovskiĭ and Leighton 1984: 142). He also writes of the 
dynamism stemming from the rhythm. For me the rhythm of Giono’s prose is very 
reminiscent of the timeless way that stories are told in the Bible. Knowing that the child 
Giono listened to the Bible being read by his father every night leads me to believe that 
he consciously adopted some of the rhythms that he had heard and absorbed in those 
readings. Le Clercq often picks this up nicely. For example, ‘And the steel of his spade 
sings over the stones’ (Hill 59), perfectly reflects the ST (Colline 146), and again the 
simple ‘Noon’ on its own line (Hill 60) for C’est midi and the slightly less successful 
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‘the midday sleep’ for the single word on its own line sieste. Here, the biblical tone is 
detectable in Le Clercq’s translation. However, at page 156 of Colline there is: 
Et le jour tant redouté est venu, pendant la nuit, tout doucement, une heure 
poussant l’autre (Colline 156). 
In this line, Giono has repeated an almost identical sentence to one which appears on 
the preceding page. To my mind, the stylistic decision to begin the repetition of the 
phrase with Et, once again has the deliberate intention of creating an apocalyptic 
atmosphere. In his translation, Le Clercq has sacrificed the drama and the portentous 
character of these repeated phrases by introducing the sentence with qualifying adverbs 
instead of with the main message. Le Clercq’s translation of the repeated words reads: 
And quietly, serenely, hour elbowing hour through the night, the day they 
feared so greatly, dawns (Hill 89). 
Another example where the use of Et to begin a sentence has a portentous biblical 
cadence is where Maurras pockets the strangely shaped root that the men found in 
Janet’s hiding place. Giono tells us twice on the same page and in almost identical terms 
that Maurras put the root in his pocket despite what Jaume had said. Therefore we can 
be in no doubt of the significance Giono attaches to recounting the act. Immediately 
after the second time we are told that Maurras has put the root in his pocket, Arbaud 
asks Maurras to show the root to him, and we have two short sentences both beginning 
with Et: 
Et Arbaud a dit: « Fais voir. ». Et il a vu (Colline 155). 
The author’s intention seems to be to create an atmosphere of mystery, superstition and 
fear. I consider that Le Clercq has failed to capture this with his more mundane 
translation: ‘“Lets have a look!” Maurras showed it to him’ (Hill 86). 
Le Clercq frequently fails to emulate the staccato simplicity and brevity of 
Giono’s sentences, sometimes succumbing to the temptation to add explanatory words, 
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sometimes inserting repetition when there is none or omitting it where it exists, and 
changing the character of phrase and sentence linkages. While in much of the 
translation he adopts Giono’s overall poetic structure, in the writing itself he sometimes 
yields to a desire to change the sentence structure and create a more flowing prose 
effect. For example, in a crucial passage where Gondran starts posing reflective 
questions to himself about the nature of the earth, Giono uses short sharp staccato 
phrases to convey the dawning of Gondran’s awareness and a sense of impending 
doom. Le Clercq translates a number of short fragmented questions into more wordy 
and conventional sentences. For example Gondran ponders to himself: Alors, comme ça, 
il tue, tout le temps? (Colline 148). 
Le Clercq translates this as: 
What? So he travels through life casually hewing down and killing right and 
left, all his days? (Hill 64). 
Similarly a few lines further on, Giono gives a separate line to Gondran’s thought, 
making it a stand-alone question: 
Avec de la force et des méchancetés? (Colline 148). 
Le Clercq turns this anxious after-thought into a complete sentence which he 
incorporates in the preceding paragraph: ‘What if Earth possessed a power of its own, 
with forces of good and evil?’ (Hill 66). The effect of Le Clercq’s expansion is to 
diminish Giono’s achievement in conveying the sense of anxiety and guilt that is 
growing in Gondran as he is assailed by a series of unsettling questions, each building 
on the last. 
Giono’s writing has a musical quality and together with this he has a fondness for 
using onomatopoeic words, which are sometimes invented, sometimes colloquial or 
sometimes an existing word used in other than its normal sense to convey the sound. 
Giono uses these onomatopoeic words in both narrative and dialogue. A delightful 
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example is when Gondran hears the sound made by the nails of his dog’s little paws as 
it follows him. Giono writes, Gondran écoute joyeusement le grignotis des petites pattes 
onglées derrière lui (Colline 145). I could not find the word grignotis in any dictionary. 
The verb grignoter from which it is derived means to nibble or gnaw at something. 
Thus we have the sound image of a nibbling or scrabbling noise. Le Clercq has 
translated this by, ‘Gondran listens gratefully to the scratch of the ungular small paws 
behind him’ (Hill 56). This solution is less than satisfactory. Firstly, Le Clercq uses the 
unimaginative ‘scratch’ to translate the nibbling or gnawing sound conjured up by 
grignotis. Secondly, he introduces a very obscure if not invented word based on the 
Latin ungula to convey the unmistakable onglées from the French word for nail, ongle. 
When Giono describes Gagou emerging to dance clumsily in the thick dust, he writes 
that his steps go floc, floc in the dust, (Colline 157) a sound image usually associated 
with water, a sound image which Le Clercq has translated as ‘tap, tap’ (Hill 93), an 
entirely different sound image which does not align with the visual image of the thick 
dust that he is dancing in. In a colourful passage where Gondran pours out his 
frustration at not being able to properly hear what Janet was saying and then not being 
able to comprehend it, he speaks the words ban et ban (Colline 154) evoking a very 
southern accent in French to capture the sound of the striking of the clock, a sound 
which Le Clercq represents by ‘bing, bing’ (Hill 82), which loses Giono’s nuance of the 
southern accent. 
Giono also uses many words specific to Provence, some of which are archaic, or 
which appear to be invented. Usually these words do not appear in any French 
dictionary and are not nationally current. The stylistic purpose is clear. Giono wishes to 
accurately render the innovative way Provençal peasants speak. However, it is clear that 
he wants to import these words into the French language and not to write in dialect. 
Giono writes often of his fascination with the oral tradition of the peasants of his region, 
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its poetry and its expressiveness. He also, in what seems, on the face of it, to contradict 
his earlier dismissal of a Provençal language, states on more than one occasion that he 
regards himself as a translator. For example, in his essay about the Pan trilogy, he 
writes: 
Je vais vous donner quelques échantillons de ce langage. Mais d’abord, 
entendons-nous : je ne fais pas de littérature; je ne suis plus qu’un simple 
phonographe ; je vais vous faire entendre quelques-uns de mes disques 
paysans. Il n’y a de moi que l’humble traduction du provençal que j’ai notée. 
(Présentation de Pan 761). 
Giono also claims to have been the first to publish in a novel many of the words 
he uses. The interest generated by Giono’s lexical innovation has been sufficient to 
generate articles and theses on the subject including those by Alphonse Roche59 and 
Wayne Clifford Gilman Jr60. 
As with Barral, there are other familiar expressions used in dialogue which are not 
specific to Provence but which nevertheless have a regional or colloquial flavour that 
needs to be accurately captured, such as pardi, a forceful exclamation or expostulation 
used when the speaker wishes to reinforce a declaration in a way that insists on its 
obvious logicality. There is also mon fi which is shorthand for fils (son) and which 
therefore might be translated variously by ‘my boy’ or ‘sonny’ or some equivalent 
expression depending on the context. A number of times when the gibberish being 
spoken by Janet is recorded, the verb déparler is used. This is a Provençalism derived 
from an obsolete expression in mainstream French, meaning to speak unreasoningly in 
the grip of a delirium, or to rave.61 
The delirious ravings of Janet on his deathbed, the Pan figure in the novel, almost 
defy translation. However, it must be remembered that the seemingly random ravings 
59 Les Provençalismes et la question du Régionalisme dans l’oeuvre de Jean Giono (Roche 1948). 
60 A Lexical Analysis of the Prose Writings of Jean Giono (Gilman 1957). 




                                                 
make no sense in French either. Hence the important point in translation is to ensure 
that there is sufficient context for the reader to understand firstly, that the passages in 
question are gibberish, and secondly, that because the peasants perceive the content as 
mystical rather than the product of a demented mind, they contribute to the peasants’ 




Giono is not simply a lyricist for the wilderness of Provence and the simple 
mountain peasants. He is a natural storyteller. A crucial element in his storytelling is his 
observation of the ways of men, their motivations, their interactions and their dialogue. 
He is a painstaking and sympathetic observer, not only of his protagonists’ physical 
appearance and dress but of their psychology, their innermost thoughts and the ways 
that they speak. 
To capture the voice of an author, the translator needs to convey the precise 
information embodied in the source text as well as endeavouring to evoke the same 
emotional response as these words would give rise to in an ST reader. One task of the 
translator is to faithfully render the referential meaning of the author’s words. As the 
examples enumerated above would attest, Le Clercq has not always achieved this. Then 
when it comes to his treatment of the dialogue in Giono, Le Clercq makes a decision to 
represent essentially standard speech with an invented dialect. While Giono does use 
some invented words, Provençalisms, slang, colloquialisms and unusual impressionistic 
metaphors and similes, he writes in mainstream French. Le Clercq could have chosen 
much more neutral formulae to deal with these challenges. One is tempted to say of Le 
Clercq’s rendition of the dialogue, as Thomas J. Shaw wrote of Nabokov’s translation 
of Onegin: ‘his English is an invented language, one that could not possibly be written 
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by a native’ (Leighton 1991: 184). The use of an eclectic collection of regionally 
specific English dialect and archaisms constitutes a significant departure from the 
register of the dialogue in the source text. I would further suggest that the ‘sound’ of 
many of the words used by Le Clercq, for example, ‘gowk’ is ugly and clumsy on the 
ear, whereas Giono wrote that he found the sound of the words and phrases used by his 
peasants in the source language ‘delicious’ and ‘beautiful’. Another flaw in Le Clercq’s 
rendition of Giono’s dialogue is that he fails to give each protagonist his or her own 
distinctive voice. In the source text Jaume is generally measured and rational with an 
imaginative, at times even poetic turn of phrase. Sometimes Le Clercq renders this tone 
quite faithfully but at others he attributes to Jaume a sentence that is much more akin to 
one that Janet would utter. 
While it is my view that Le Clercq has failed to represent the register and the 
sense of place of the dialogue, he is more successful in translating some of the lyricism 
of the narrative. Giono’s similes and metaphors are unusual and highly original. There 
is no doubt that Giono sees and hears the world as no one has before him. The 
temptation for the translator is to think ‘this metaphor sounds really odd in English and 
therefore I should translate it into something more familiar.’ The fact is that Giono’s 
metaphors and similes sound rather odd in French as well, and that is a quintessential 
element in Giono’s voice. Edith Grossmann has said of translation, ‘Our purpose is to 
re-create as far as possible, within the alien system of a second language, all the 
characteristics, vagaries, quirks, and stylistic peculiarities of the work we are 
translating’ (Grossman 2010: 10). When the narrator describes a lizard that Gondran has 
disturbed with his spade he observes, La bête s’avance par bonds brusques, comme une 
pierre verte qui ricoche (Colline 146). Le Clercq translates this quite faithfully: ‘The 
beast advances with swift leaps, like a green stone, ricocheting’ (Hill 61). While his 
translation of the narrative passages is generally sympathetic to Giono’s voice, and 
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generally does not seek to explain, simplify or elaborate the unusual images, there are 
still many infelicities in Le Clercq’s translation of the narrative description. For 
example, Gondran recalls, hier, le bosquet paisible des trois saules a grondé à ses 
chausses comme un chien qui va mordre (Colline 149). Le Clercq translates this with 
the peculiar ‘yesterday the peaceful clump of the three willows creaked under his shoes 
like a dog about to bite’ (Hill 69). A more accurate translation in my view would be: 
‘yesterday, the peaceful clump of three willows had chased after him like a dog about to 
bite’, gronder à ses chausses being a colloquial expression meaning ‘to chase after or 
pursue’ and the word chausses signifying trousers that cover the body from the waist to 
the knees, or ‘breeches’. 
Giono was a profoundly original writer who read and reread Homer, Virgil, Don 
Quixote, Montaigne and Montesquieu, Shakespeare, Dostoyevsky, Chekhov, Gogol, 
Retz, Machiavelli and Stendhal. The most notable influence on him at the time of 
writing Colline, apart from the Greek classics and Kipling, was the American poet Walt 
Whitman whose collection Leaves of Grass he read with admiration and fascination in 
both translation and eventually in the original. In 1938, he was to discover Stendhal, of 
whom he said: 
De Stendhal, je connais tout, les textes retrouvés, les marginalia. Il est le seul 
qui m’ait toujours donné une satisfaction totale. Peut-être parce qu’on trouve 
chez lui à la fois la rigueur et la richesse - mélange si rare.62 
This praise for Stendhal in terms of the blend of rigour and richness, even though it 
post-dates the writing of Colline, provides a guide for the translator in terms of Giono’s 
aesthetic preference. Giono’s own voice has the richness of poetry (which he finds not 
only in the landscape but in the way that the peasants express themselves) combined 
with a rigour expressed in the economy and spareness of his short pithy sentences. 
62 Giono, Jean: le Génie du sud (Jacquet 1967). 
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The next crucial element of Giono’s voice is the rhythm of his prose. Giono uses 
words economically in short, often staccato, sentences, a stylistic approach which 
emphasizes the simplicity and naivety of his protagonists and contributes to the pace, 
compulsive readability and suspense of the story. Moreover, the verse structure and the 
portentous short sentences contribute markedly to the emotional impact of the story, 
creating a sense of urgency and impending doom. Giono deliberately creates many short 
evocative sentences, often of only three or four words, to which he always gives a 
separate indented line of their own. Le Clercq takes an inconsistent approach to these 
short sentences. Sometimes he reproduces these structures; on other occasions he 
combines as many as three such pithy sentences in one paragraph. This definitely 
changes the rhythm and hence fails to emulate an important and intentional element of 
Giono’s expression. These short sentences, together with the elaborate images and 
metaphors, the references to eerie silences, the capricious behaviour of the elements and 
the mysterious appearances of the cat contribute to the reader being caught up in the 
slow accumulation of superstitious fear and anxiety which builds up in the inhabitants 
of Les Bastides. These shortcomings in Le Clercq’s translation of Giono’s descriptive 
narration, plus the fact that he constantly uses long, unwieldy and complicated 
sentences in dialogue, mean that he loses the drive and drama of Giono’s voice. 
Le Clercq published his translation of Colline in 1929, the same year that the 
original novel was published. Le Clercq, the son of a French father and American 
mother, was born in Austria in 1898. He was a United States citizen and, at the time that 
his translation was published, he was a Professor at Columbia University in New York. 
He has not provided any guidance or information about his approach to translating 
Giono’s Colline. References to his work as a translator mention his translations of 
Dumas, Rabelais, La Fontaine and Baudelaire; but his translations of Giono are not 
included in any of the biographical material that I have been able to locate. However, 
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the Encyclopedia of Literary Translation into English edited by Olive Classe, refers to 
Le Clercq’s translation of Colline in the context of an analysis of his translation of the 
third novel in Giono’s Pan Trilogy, Un de Baumugnes (Giono, Un de Baumugnes 
1929), entitled Lovers are Never Losers (Giono, Lovers Are Never Losers 1931). The 
Encyclopedia’s commentary on this later volume (by the Giono scholar Marion Giles 
Jones) corroborates my view that Le Clercq has a particular style as a translator and that 
it is his ‘voice’ that dominates his translation. She writes: 
Although the French text uses a great many colloquial structures, some slang 
and words and expressions deriving from a combination of geographical 
location and Giono’s imagination, only an oral narration would give an 
indication of accent. One problem of trying to reproduce peasant speech in 
another language is the number of choices offered to the translator. Whatever 
choice is made will inevitably be the wrong choice for many readers, because 
it imposes on them one type of peasant, who may be jarringly unfamiliar. It 
would be much more sensible to adopt a neutral tone, as in the original 
French, and let the reader invent an accent [ . . .] Le Clercq’s (1931) 
translation is especially irritating because he has made a decision on behalf of 
the reader that risks ruining the whole emotional climate of the novel [ . . .] 
To get to the emotion one needs to battle one’s way through his style. [ . . .] 
Particular problems of comprehension arise from the mixture of British and 
American slang, [ . . .] Apart from the constant irritation of the adopted style, 
there are definite errors of interpretation and unnecessary additions to the 
dialogue which embroider on the simplicity of the original (Classe 535, text 
by Marion Giles Jones). 
In the attempt to understand the ‘voice’ of the writer Jean Giono and to undertake 
an informed critique of Le Clercq’s translation of the novel Colline, I have had recourse 
to extracts of Giono’s extensive and detailed letters and diaries such as those reproduced 
in the Pléiade edition of Colline, where he sets out his intentions and his philosophies. I 
have familiarized myself with the writers whom he regarded as influencing him or that 
he admired. I have a deep personal acquaintance with the landscape and the climate that 
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figure in Colline as well as having had many a conversation with hilltop-dwelling 
peasant characters who bear a remarkable resemblance to the protagonists of the novel, 
not least in terms of their superstitions and belief systems. I have reviewed other 
scholars’ analyses of the lexical features of Giono’s prose (Gilman 1957) and (Roche 
1948) as well as the views of literary critics of his work (Citron 1981), (Clayton 1974 
and 1978), (Daudin 1999), (Goodrich 1973), (Girard 1974), (Jacquet 1967), (Lawrence 
1972), (Madden 1973), (Nelson 1986), (Pugnet 1955) and (Redfern 1967). I have also 
had recourse to a large range of French language dictionaries, dictionaries of Occitan 
and dialect and French to English dictionaries, as well as thesauruses in both languages. 
In summary, my objective was to evaluate Le Clercq’s translation from the perspective 
of capturing ‘voice’, having sought myself to understand and assimilate as 
comprehensively as possible, the context within which Giono wrote, to understand the 




Commentary on the Translation of André Chamson’s Le Chiffre de nos jours 
entitled A Time to Keep, by Erik de Mauny 
 
Introduction 
André Chamson was born in Nîmes, in Provence, in 1900. His family moved to 
Alès, a medium-sized town in the foothills of the Cévennes in 1902, and between 1902 
and when his family moved to Le Vigan he spent all his summer holidays at his 
maternal grandmother’s house in this small town only six kilometres from the village 
where René Barral also grew up. André Chamson was to become a distinguished 
Parisian intellectual who was admitted to the Académie Française in 1957. He was 
variously active as an essayist, filmmaker, editor and polemicist. He was President of 
the French and subsequently of the international PEN. An ardent campaigner for peace, 
he was also a hero of the French Resistance. He was a widely travelled lecturer and 
cultural ambassador of France, an art critic and curator who held the post of Director-
General of the Archives of France. He was bilingual, being fluent in Provençal, and was 
a prolific poet as well as writing some twenty novels. 
I have chosen to focus on the essentially autobiographical novel, which centres on 
the first part of his life, published in 1954 entitled Le Chiffre de nos jours63 (Chamson, 
Chiffre 2001). This work formed part of the collection of novels which became known 
as his Suite cévenole. In a later autobiographical novel64, Chamson writes à propos of 
this suite: 
63 Le Chiffre de nos jours (Gallimard 1954) has since been re-published in the format to which citations in 
this thesis refer, in Chamson, André, Le livre des Cévennes (Paris, Omnibus, 2001: 611-893. The title of 
this work will henceforth appear in abbreviated form as ‘Chiffre’. 
64 Chamson, André, Devenir ce qu’on est, published in Chamson, André, Le livre des Cévennes. 
Henceforth, this title will be abbreviated as ‘Devenir’. All passages translated into English from this work 
are my own unless otherwise stated. 
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Ecrits de la vingt-quatrième à la trente-quatrième années, reflets du monde 
découvert pendant mon enfance et ma jeunesse […] Je ne les ai jamais 
considérés comme des romans « régionalistes ». […] Je ne connais pas 
d’homme « régional » mais, en revanche, je sais que tout homme est toujours 
de quelque part. Faut-il dire, une fois de plus, que rien n’est original que 
l’originel […] l’historien notera que, vers l’année 25, plusieurs écrivains ont 
choisi la voie de l’originel, et peuvent être rangés dans le même groupe. 
Ramuz, bien que plus âgé que moi, fit ses débuts, à Paris, comme je faisais 
les miens et, trois ans après, Giono arrivait avec le manuscrit de Colline. 
Mauriac lui-même et d’autres encore pourraient être rattachés à ce groupe. 
Ecrivains régionalistes ? Ils sont, pour moi, les romanciers de l’originel 
(Devenir 954). 
A few years later, Chamson elaborated on this thought in his introduction to the 
letters of Charles-Ferdinand Ramuz: 
Le grand débat que Ramuz suscita en moi […] fut du reste un débat relative 
au langage, à la façon dont il convenait de parler. Je me suis souvent 
demandé si, comme lui, il ne fallait pas laisser la langue du dialogue 
déborder du dialogue et donner son rythme et son poids à ce que disait le 
récitant, l’auteur, l’artiste lui-même. C’est ce qu’a fait Giono, du moins en 
partie. C’est ce que, pour ma part, je me suis refusé à faire. Mais ce ne fut 
pas sans débats, ni sans examen. Mon expérience personnelle m’aurait 
logiquement entraîné à faire usage d’une autre langue, de la langue d’oc 
exactement. Mais alors il fallait faire le saut et devenir autre chose. C’était 
comme un seuil, derrière moi, et c’est vraisemblablement à cette particularité 
que j’ai dû, comme récitant, de rester fidèle à une expression classique 
(Ramuz 1959: 14). 
 
Chamson and Barral 
Although Chamson spent the majority of his childhood living only six kilometres 
from the village where Barral grew up, their early years were subject to different 
influences in many ways. Firstly, Barral was raised in a Catholic family, Saint Bresson 
being one of the very few bastions of Catholicism in the Cévennes, which had become 
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overwhelmingly Protestant during the wars of religion. Chamson was raised in a strict 
Protestant family, his grandmother being particularly devout. While Barral was forced 
to leave school at the age of fourteen, due to the poverty of his family’s circumstances, 
Chamson was to return to Alès at the age of twelve for his secondary schooling which 
he then continued from the age of sixteen in the city of Montpellier. A diligent and 
talented student, he then studied at the Sorbonne in Paris and went on to graduate from 
the École des Chartes, one of the Grandes Écoles. Le Chiffre de nos jours concerns 
solely his childhood up to the outbreak of World War 1 when he was fourteen years old. 
While Chamson’s family was poor and faced many financial crises, largely brought 
about by the entrepreneurial adventures of his father, Chamson was introduced to, and 
became passionately interested in, poetry, painting and the study of history and 
languages (Latin and Provençal) from his earliest childhood years. There was also a 
substantial gap in living standards and education between the town of Le Vigan where 
Chamson spent his childhood and the tiny remote mountain village of Saint Bresson 
where Barral was raised. Barral’s family members were pure peasant stock and as he 
commented ironically to me, staying at school until the age of sixteen made him the 
intellectual of the family. In my discussions with Barral, he drew a comparison between 
the standard of living in Saint Bresson and the nearby town of Ganges (see page 211 of 
this thesis), Ganges being the closest town to Le Vigan and a town of equivalent size. 
Although Chamson fraternized with the rural peasant children of Le Vigan and the 
surrounding area, his parents were educated and gave him a cultured upbringing. Indeed 
it was the realization of the influence of his Le Vigan school friends on him that led to 
his mother’s decision to send him to the high school in Alès in 1912. Chamson writes: 
— C’est épouvantable ! disait maman. Je ne le reconnais plus. Il est 
devenu une vraie petite brute. Il mange comme un berger, coudes sur la table, 
en faisant des bruits. Il parle patois. Il sait des gros mots. Il est toujours prêt 
à se battre… Il faut le remettre au lycée. 
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Trois jours lui suffirent pour faire mon balluchon, prendre mon billet et 
m’expédier à Alès (Chiffre 846). 
The interesting aspect of this quotation is that although Chamson grew up in a peasant 
environment and had peasant forebears, his parents were at one remove from the 
peasantry and saw themselves, rightly, as belonging to a different world. 
The two authors’ autobiographical accounts of their respective childhoods 
naturally reflect the differences between their circumstances but they are also quite 
different in tone and register. Chamson’s reflections on his childhood were written 
when he was in his mid-fifties and when he had already become the distinguished 
author of over twenty novels and major essays. A resident of Paris, he was, by then, an 
intellectual of international renown. He was only two years away from being elected to 
the Académie Française and being elected President of the International PEN Club. 
Peter Tame relates that, ‘When Jean-Louis Vaudoyer welcomed Chamson to the 
Académie Française in 1957, he opined that Le Chiffre de nos jours was, probablement 
un chef-d’oeuvre (Tame Vol II 429). 
 
Chamson and Giono 
André Chamson was acquainted with Jean Giono and shared many of his 
philosophical preoccupations. They both grew up in remote country villages in very 
modest circumstances and they both exhibit a deep, romantic but clear-sighted 
attachment to the region of their birth and to the simple values and way of life of the 
peasants who surrounded them and with whom they were intimately associated in their 
childhood and adolescence. Chamson writes of his attachment to the mountainous land 
of his childhood on innumerable occasions. Like Giono, he attributes a mystical and 
mythical significance to the mountainous high country and exhibits an attachment to the 
peasantry. He writes: 
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J’ai passionnément aimé la montagne. C’est elle d’abord qui m’a fait sentir 
les beautés de la nature. Elle a été la toile de fond de ma vie. Elle a même été 
pour moi comme le fondement naturel de toute une morale. J’ai vécu dans la 
mystique de ses mouvements ascendants qui convergent vers les sommets. 
[…] je vois en elle une zone privilégiée, un lieu sacré […] (Devenir 939). 
J’ai grandi au milieu des paysans, des garçons de la montagne et me suis 
considéré comme un des leurs. […] C’est par l’originel que je me sens 
proche des autres hommes et le natif, une fois de plus, me permet de mieux 
comprendre l’acquis (Devenir 942). 
They both see the customs and language of their countrymen as embodying ancient 
values and traditions that represent the essential simplicity of human existence and 
timeless truths. They see in the rhythms of the natural world, the seasons and the 
elements, the fundamental themes that give life meaning. However, Chamson 
commented on their different approaches when he wrote a book review of Colline for 
La Nouvelle Revue française and comments on Giono’s perspective on the natural 
world and the peasants that inhabit it: 
[Cette formule] est au centre meme de ce monde païen et sorcier qui est à la 
base de la paysannerie. Pour ma part, habitué à considérér le monde paysan 
dans ses manifestations sociales, dans sa volonté, dans sa puissance ou son 
désir de puissance, j’admire cette vision de sa liberté et aussi de ses 
servitudes intérieures […] il semble ici que, maître de cette riche matière, 
Giono n’ait songé qu’à conter, pour satisfaire quelque puissance secrète et 
exigeante, une force pareille à celle qui dans Colline domine les hommes, les 
bêtes, les pierres, le vent et les eaux (Chamson, Critique de Colline 1929: 
404-6). 
Unfortunately the mutual admiration they expressed at the time of writing their early 
novels did not last. Chamson, who, over time, reconsidered the pacifism of his early 
years and fought alongside the peasantry in the Second World War was disappointed by 
Giono’s continued pacifism. He wrote: 
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Giono n’est pas fidèle aux paysans. Ce qu’il a fait aurait pu être grand, mais 
il n’est au fond qu’un épicuréen, vaniteux, doué, merveilleusement doué qui, 
paraît-il, se plaint de son sort. Son sort ne m’intéresse pas (Chamson, Quatre 
Mois 1940: 18). 
Giono’s stance needs to be seen against the fact that he fought in the First World War 
and was deeply marked by that tragic experience. 
 
Dialect and dialogue 
Like Jean Giono, André Chamson sought to reflect in his novels the unaffected, 
untutored, ‘primal’ or ‘natural’ voice of the archetypal peasant of the south of France. In 
Le Chiffre, this archetypal peasant is represented by Finiels who became a de facto 
father or grandfather figure to Chamson. Both Chamson and Giono perceived that these 
archetypal peasants exhibited some sort of primordial authenticity in their speech and in 
their behavior, which spoke to them of the universal human condition in its most 
elemental form. They shared a belief that true wisdom and knowledge is the prerogative 
of those who are close to the earth and who have not lost touch with the mystical and 
their instincts. Both authors write of people whose way of life and livelihoods are 
governed by the seasons and the elements, and who adhere to a conservative set of 
beliefs unchanged by the developments of the industrial revolution. It can be said of 
both authors that the landscape that their men of the land inhabit is also, itself, a 
protagonist in their novels. 
Although he uses almost no dialect or Occitan in his novels, Chamson had a 
totally different attitude to Giono in relation to the Cévenol dialect. Unlike both Giono 
and later Barral, Chamson was fluent in Occitan from the age of ten and spoke the local 
Cévenol with Finiels and with his schoolmates. While his grandmother required him to 
read the Bible aloud every night (a practice also followed in Jean Giono’s childhood 
299 
 
household), he recalls that he also learned thousands of verses of Provençal poetry in his 
childhood. He writes: 
Je peux dire que j’ai deux parlers maternels : le français d’abord et la langue 
d’oc. J’ai presque totalement oublié le grec ancien, mais pas le latin qui, 
pour moi, reste le ‘germen’ de mes deux langues vivantes. Je vis dans le 
sentiment d’une communauté de langage qui s’étend à la fois dans l’espace et 
dans la durée, de Catalogne au Piémont, à travers toute la France, et du 
parler roman à notre parler d’aujourd’hui. C’est pour cela que je suis 
attaché au félibrige, héritier d’une glorieuse famille. […] C’est la 
connaissance du dialectal qui peut nous ouvrir le mieux à la compréhension 
du classique car, le classique vivant, c’est le dialectal devenu chef-d’œuvre 
(Devenir 941). 
There is an anomaly in the approach taken to the rendition of rural dialogue in the 
respective works of Giono and Chamson. The latter, paradoxically, despite his deep 
attachment to the Occitan language, does not attempt to reproduce it at all, even when 
he is recording the speech of the principal peasant figure in Le Chiffre, Finiels, who we 
know was the young André’s initial and principal instructor in the local form of 
Occitan: Mon premier maître de cévenol a sans doute été Finiels mais, à dix ans, je 
parle courammemt cette langue dont grand’mère tente en vain de me détourner 
(Devenir 905). In the dialogue recorded with Finiels in this novel, Finiels speaks in 
conventional and correct French. Occasionally, as noted in Chapter 1, Chamson makes 
reference to Finiels speaking to him in Cévenol, for example, Race fait race ! ajoutait-il 
en patois (Chiffre 682). 
In contrast to Chamson, Giono essentially denies the authenticity of an Occitan or 
Provençal language and insists on its highly regional nature. Giono is, however, the 
linguistic innovator of the two writers and the inspiration for his innovation is precisely 
that he has listened to, absorbed and attempted to recreate the highly original manner of 
speaking of the French peasantry. Giono’s peasants speak in a manner that is intense 
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and emotional. He reproduces their manner of speaking with its repetitions, its 
occasional clumsiness, its departures from grammatical correctness and its highly 
expressive nature. Like Barral, he picks up the tendency of the peasants to make ample 
use of diminutives such as placette and grangette. Unlike Chamson, Giono did not seek 
to write elegantly or in a classical manner. His peasants speak simply and in a manner 
that evokes a rhythm of life and a state of mind. His inventiveness is seen in how he 
employs a vocabulary rich in similes which draw on highly original visual, auditory and 
olfactory images augmented by local regionalisms, familiar words and Provençal. That 
said, as I stressed in Chapter Four, while Giono may use occasional Provençal words in 
his dialogue, like Chamson, he does not seek to portray his protagonists as speaking in 
the Provençal dialect of Occitan. His protagonists speak in conventional French and it is 




Chamson’s voice differs markedly from that of both Giono and Barral. His prose 
is classical, elegant, reflective and restrained while leavened with gentle humour and 
authentic emotion. His treatment of dialogue is naturalistic and witty but with none of 
the vulgarity or coarseness that characterizes some of the utterances of the characters 
portrayed by Giono and Barral. While Le Chiffre is not a novel that focuses particularly 
on personalities, in reading it, one develops a very good sense of the characters of the 
small boy and his family and associates. In an explanation of what he set out to achieve 
in Le Chiffre Chamson observes: 
Le monde a plus changé, au cours de notre existence, qu’il ne l’avait fait en 
six ou sept cents ans et ce changement n’affecte pas seulement les techniques. 
[…] Pour pouvoir prendre la mesure de ces transformations, il faut d’abord, 
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retrouver le monde antérieur, celui de notre enfance et de notre jeunesse et, 
le retrouver, c’est faire renaître sa poésie (Devenir 972). 
Chamson also reflects on his own style and his voice in Devenir. He comments 
on the singularity of the writer’s voice and indeed of his own as follows: 
On dit le style et je préférerais dire le ton. Le style a quelque chose de 
visuel. Il se voit. Mais le ton est la qualité essentielle du langage. […] Quand 
on a le sentiment de la construction générale d’un livre, il faut en trouver le 
ton et s’y tenir dès qu’on juge qu’il est juste. Le ton juste est la chose 
fondamentale et, quand il l’est vraiment, il est à la fois ton et style. 
Le ton, c’est l’écrivain. C’est sa voix, son secret. C’est ce qui le fait 
reconnaître, même au plus profond de la nuit. Une plage de couleurs, pas 
plus grande que la main, peut faire identifier un peintre, mais un écrivain, 
qu’il soit prosateur ou poète, s’identifie au ton de sa voix. 
Ce ton juste, il n’y a rien qui permette de le trouver : ni règles, ni trucs, ni 
système de références. Chacun de nous a le sien, mais, pour rester juste, il 
doit se modifier d’œuvre en œuvre (Devenir 950). 
Chamson impressed André Gide with the individual and distinctive quality of his 
voice. Gide says of Chamson: 
À chaque fois je suis, d’abord, saisi par le ton si particulier de sa voix : je 
n’en connais pas aujourd’hui qui sonne plus juste. Il y a, dans les rapports 
secrets entre les sensations, les sentiments, les pensées et les mots, une sorte 
d’honnêteté à laquelle je me laisse prendre aussitôt. Chamson me prend et ne 
me lâche plus. Oui, j’aime le son de sa voix : rude, âpre, parfois, sans jamais 
être rauque, avec de subites tendresses comme involontaires et tempérées par 
une sorte de virile pudeur (Préface: Le livre des Cévennes 2001: I). 
The tone that Chamson strikes in Le Chiffre is intellectual, reflective and self-
deprecatory. Like any autobiographical novel it relies on a creative blend of direct 
personal memories and what can only be anecdotes reported by family and friends. He 
writes of the impractical and disastrous business ventures of his father, who was a great 
dreamer, the poverty that ensued, his sojourn with his grandmother in Le Vigan and his 
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childish flights of imagination; but above all it becomes a starting point for his 
exploration of prejudice, love, hatred, the continuity of human nature and the futility 
and inevitability of war, themes which are evident in all of his works. One of the 
vehicles for this exploration is his account of the battles between the Protestant boys of 
his school and the boys of the Catholic school in Le Vigan and the friendships that he 
developed with boys of both religions. This account constitutes the sixième partie of the 
novel entitled L’Homme est la mesure de l’homme (Chiffre 812–845). This section of 
the novel contains extensive passages of colloquial dialogue and hence is a particularly 
illustrative section for further exploring the challenges presented to the translator in 
faithfully rendering dialogue including colloquialisms, terms of abuse and so forth and 
for examining de Mauny’s approach to capturing the writing and voice of Chamson in 
comparison with the approach taken by Le Clercq to the translation of Colline. 
 
De Mauny’s translation 
Erik de Mauny (1920-1997) was born in Britain where his French grandparents 
had settled. In 1922 his parents (both professional musicians) emigrated to New 
Zealand.  During the Second World War he enlisted with the NZ Medical Corps and on 
becoming unfit for active service, he was transferred to General Freyburg’s GHQ in 
Cairo where he ran the French radio monitoring service. He later completed an honours 
degree in Slavonic studies in London and was best known as the BBC’s Moscow 
correspondent and as a specialist on Russian affairs. He was posted to the USSR in 
1963 and then had a six-year posting in Paris between 1966 and 1972 before returning 
to Moscow for a second tour of duty. While a journalist by profession, he published 
several novels and translations in his own right and wrote literary reviews for the Times 
Literary Supplement. He initially settled in France after his retirement. 
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Erik de Mauny’s translation of Le Chiffre de nos jours was published under the 
title of A Time to Keep by Faber and Faber in 195765. De Mauny has taken a creative 
approach to the translation of the ST title which reflects Psalm 90, ‘Lord [ . . . ] teach us 
to number our days, that we may apply our hearts unto wisdom’ (Seigneur […] 
Enseigne-nous à bien compter nos jours, afin que nous appliquions notre cœur à la 
sagesse). Similarly he has departed slightly from the ST in the title for Part Six of the 
novel which is entitled ‘On the Human Scale’, the ST title being L’Homme est la 
mesure de l’homme. This is a reference to the dictum attributed to Protagoras and 
discussed by Plato, ‘Man is the measure of all things’, which Plato interprets as 
meaning that there is no absolute truth, rather, that which individual men deem to be the 
truth. De Mauny’s translation does not pick up the allusion in the original. 
In the introduction to Part Six, Chamson observes that the most important events 
that happened during his time in Le Vigan as a child were the series of battles that took 
place between the pupils of his school and those of the other school. He describes the 
physical similarities of the boys of the respective schools at length, and then continues: 
Ces enfants nous ressemblaient comme des frères. Les mêmes misères et les 
mêmes maladies avaient traversé leurs familles et les nôtres pendant des 
siècles. Nos grands-pères s’étaient nourris des mêmes châtaignes, des mêmes 
fromages de chèvres, des mêmes salades des champs. Ils avaient bu les 
mêmes petits vins, conservés dans les mêmes caves, les mêmes eaux 
jaillissant aux mêmes sources. Nous étions marqués des mêmes signes. Nous 
portions les mêmes hérédités. Nous avions la même vitalité sauvage. Une 
seule chose nous séparait : nous n’allions pas à la même école ! 
Nous savions qu’ils disaient que notre gorge était noire et nos oreilles 
collées. Puisqu’ils pouvaient croire à ces mensonges, ils n’étaient pas comme 
nous. Ils appartenaient sans doute à une autre espèce, mais nous ne savions 
pas quelles malformations nous devions leur attribuer (Chiffre 812). 
65 A Time to Keep. Trans. Erik de Mauny. London: Faber and Faber, 1957. Translation of Le Chiffre de 
nos jours. (Chamson 1954). This translation is abbreviated here and henceforth as‘Time’. 
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This introduction to the children’s version of the wars of religion, which had beset the 
population of the Cévennes for centuries, sub-titled L’autre espèce (in de Mauny’s 
translation, ‘A Race Apart’) is appealing on two levels. On the one hand, it emphasizes 
the simplicity and centuries-long continuity of the peasants’ subsistence way of life, 
close to nature, and on the other hand, it illustrates the ignorance and prejudice 
inculcated in the local children from the earliest age. De Mauny translates this passage 
as follows, omitting, for no apparent reason, the opening sentence of the above 
quotation: 
The same hardships and the same illnesses had afflicted their families and 
ours for centuries past. Our grandfathers had eaten the same chestnuts, the 
same goat’s milk cheeses, the same salads from the fields. They had drunk 
the same local wines from identical cellars, and the waters of the same 
mountain springs. We had the same characteristics, the same heredity. We 
shared the same wild vitality. Only one thing divided us: we did not go to the 
same school! 
We knew what they said about us: that our throats were black and our 
ears stuck together. If they could believe in fables like that, they were 
certainly not like us. There was no doubt that they belonged to a race apart, 
but we were undecided as to what deformities we should attribute to them  
(Time 227). 
This translation quite faithfully reproduces the cadence and tone of the original; and, 
while there are nuances of difference in the way certain phrases are expressed, there is 
little to criticize. 
There follows a series of exchanges between André and his friends as they argue 
amongst themselves in highly colloquial language about the putative attributes of their 
enemies. De Mauny reflects the content and register of these direct exchanges and the 
voice of the narrator in a sympathetic manner. 
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This in turn is followed by an exchange of figurative expressions, metaphors and 
similes. De Mauny’s approach is to attempt to find English language equivalents for 
these rather than to reproduce their meaning in any literal way. For example: 
— Et si ta mère était une hirondelle, tu ne serais pas un petit oiseau ? 
— Avec des « si », tu ferais nager les pierres ! 
— Le sûr de certain, c’est qu’ils nous détestent. 
— Ils voudraient qu’on soit des bandits ! 
— Ils disent que notre école est une école sans Dieu ! 
— Trois fois ! Trois fois ! Il est plus à nous qu’à eux ! 
— On verra qui c’est qu’Il préfère ! 
— C’est des moitiés de moitié, disait La Sisse. J’en prends deux, je les pile 
et je n’en ai pas assez pour faire un petit de la Maternelle.  
(Chiffre 814–5). 
‘If your mother was a swallow, wouldn’t you be a swallow too?’ 
‘If pigs could fly, elephants would have wings!’ 
‘What’s sure as fate is they hate us.’ 
‘They reckon we’re just a lot of roughs!’ 
They say we haven’t got God at our school.’ 
‘Let them say it! He’s with us more than with them.’ 
‘We’ll see which side He’s on!’ 
‘They’re just a lot of sawn-off sissies,’ said La Sisse. ‘Even take two of them 
and put them together and they still wouldn’t be as big as a kid from the 
infant school’ (Time 229). 
The expression avec des «si» connotes the idea that, with hypotheses, anything can be 
asserted to be possible, and hence that unfounded hypotheses are essentially without 
validity. De Mauny’s translation of the above exchange departs quite markedly from the 
original and does not really replace like with like. For example, English does have 
equivalent expressions to avec des si with proverbs such as ‘If wishes were horses, 
beggars would ride.’ The French expression tu ferais nager des pierres means literally 
‘you could make stones swim’. The expression ‘pigs might fly’ in English also 
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emphasizes improbability but then de Mauny’s translation becomes a bit obscurely 
confounded with a non sequitur of elephants having wings. Hervey and Higgins suggest 
that when the SL uses a proverb or an idiom that is standard for a particular situation 
and when there is a TL expression that is standard for an equivalent target-culture 
situation then the translator is almost obliged to adopt that expression (Hervey and 
Higgins 2008: 18). Bassnett also elaborates on the problem of equivalence in idioms. 
She observes, 
‘in the process of interlingual translation, one idiom is substituted for another. 
That substitution is made not on the basis of the linguistic elements in the 
phrase, but on the function of the idiom. The SL phrase is replaced by a TL 
phrase that serves the same purpose in the TL culture (Bassnett 2002: 31). 
Berman on the other hand argues that ‘replacing an idiom by its “equivalent” is 
an ethnocentrism [ . . . ] it is to attack the discourse of the foreign work [ . . . ]’ He then 
adds citing Larbaud: 
The desire to replace ignores, furthermore, the existence in us of a proverb 
consciousness which immediately detects, in a new proverb, the brother of an 
authentic one: the world of our proverbs is thus augmented and enriched 
(Berman in Venuti 2004: 251). 
De Mauny has not actually followed either approach, but rather seems to have made up 
his own proverb combining two slightly different ones from the English language. 
Le sûr de certain, de Mauny has translated as ‘sure as fate’. Here again it seems to me 
that there are more obvious choices for a child to voice when expressing this sentiment 
such as ‘sure as eggs’ or more neutrally ‘one thing’s for certain’ than the more adult and 
less common expression that de Mauny has used. Bandits in French is quite a powerful 
word with strong criminal connotations and ‘roughs’ seems rather a tame synonym. The 
twice-repeated trois fois is an abbreviation of trois fois rien, which is an expression 
emphasizing insignificance. Hence the speaker was effectively saying ‘so what’. De 
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Mauny’s solution of ‘Let them say it’ is a reasonable approximation, but a few 
paragraphs further on he translates the same expression with ‘it doesn’t matter’ which is 
closer to the original. These are relatively minor criticisms and, on balance, de Mauny’s 
translation of these colloquialisms is very readable and relatively neutral. Nothing 
stands out as being out of keeping with the context or the register of the source text. 
The following series of exchanges pose a problem for the translator as the subject 
matter concerns what the children learn at school in terms of history: the references are 
to the French Revolution, General Hoche, Napoleon Bonaparte, Sergeant Triaire, the 
Chevalier d’Assas and so forth. Appropriately, in my view, de Mauny does not footnote 
these references, assuming a degree of knowledge on the part of the TL reader and 
simply anglicizes the spelling where appropriate. 
Chamson then relates the story of a pitched battle between the children which 
took place under the chestnut trees. He opens his account with a philosophical analogy 
about the nature of war between nations: 
À force de se mépriser et de se haïr, on finit par entrer en guerre. Pour en 
venir aux coups il suffit d’avoir un prétexte. Le meilleur consiste à défendre 
un lambeau de territoire. […] Ce fut pour nous, l’endroit le plus paisible de 
notre ville, un bois sacré planté d’arbres centenaires, la grande 
châtaigneraie qui domine le champ de foire (Chiffre 816). 
Once again, the description of the battle in the source text contains many colloquial 
exclamations and sayings. Some of de Mauny’s translations of these are more fitting 
than others. For Monstre de sort ! the expression ‘Hell’s teeth!’ sits well, expressing, 
like the source phrase, surprise and anger in a colloquial manner. The preparations for 
the battle lead to an exchange of epithets which again are quite specific to the region, its 
history and culture and the era. Républicains and Protestants are self-explanatory terms 
for the purpose of translation and, in general, de Mauny’s translation of the narration of 
the battle and the abuse hurled by the boys is convincing in its accuracy and register. 
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However, the expression culs blancs which is a term for monarchist soldiers and more 
pejoratively, for collaborators, is translated misleadingly by de Mauny as ‘yellow 
bellies’ (Chiffre 819) (Time 254). De Mauny also chooses a less harsh translation, 
‘small fry’, for the pejorative demi-portions where ‘runts’ or ‘weaklings’ might better 
suit a highly combative exchange between young boys. His translation of fils du pape 
by ‘the Pope’s little darlings’ rather than ‘sons of the Pope’ seems to depart 
unnecessarily from the original. 
The next section of Part Six, entitled La rage de l’amitié (Chiffre 821), concerns 
how Chamson became friends with a neighbouring Catholic boy (Boisson). De Mauny 
translates the section title rather freely as ‘Blood Brothers’ (Time 237). This is a 
charming chapter where the two boys, Chamson and Boisson, find that they have been 
secretly observing the ‘Other’ and that they are similar in every way. Il fait comme moi ! 
(Chiffre 821), Chamson observes. ‘But he acts just the way I do!’ translates de Mauny 
(Time 237). 
The following passage where the two boys swap views about their respective 
religions and talk of attending each other’s churches includes the following challenging 
exchange. De Mauny omits this and almost the entire page of dialogue which ensues: 
— Je t’apprendrai une « Na » 
— Une « Na ? » 
— Oui… une « na… celle en silence… » 
— Pouquoi tu dis une « Na », puisque c’est une nacelle ? 
— Parce qu’on dit comme ça. 
— Bon, bon, ça va ! Vous êtes les maîtres… j’irai chanter une « Na »… 
(Chiffre 825). 
This passage and the subsequent discussion is mainly about a hymn entitled Une nacelle 
en silence from which Chamson quotes the first verse a few lines further on, making the 
meaning quite clear. As well as omitting a page of dialogue concerning the hymn, de 
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Mauny omits several of the exclamatory interjections in the source text from the 
statements that he has retained in his translation, including the twice-repeated trois fois 
(discussed previously in this chapter) and Houlà. The omission of the hymn is 
reasonably defensible, as the discussion does not add greatly to the story line and would 
no doubt mean a lot more to the French reader than to an English reader unfamiliar with 
the hymn in question. However, the replacement of Houlà by a simple ‘But’ is 
inadequate to convey Chamson’s shock when he responds to the suggestion that he 
could attend Mass at Boisson’s church. Chamson exclaims, Houlà ! On dit que ça fait 
mourir, quand on n’est pas catholique (Chiffre 825). De Mauny translates this as ‘But 
they say that one’ll die if one does that when one isn’t a Catholic’ (Time 140), yielding 
to the temptation to employ the impersonal ‘one’ to translate the impersonal French 
pronoun on, thereby creating a sentence which sounds somewhat improbable coming 
from a small boy in the TL. In another exclamation in the same exchange, Chamson 
addresses Boisson with a familiar expression, Oh malheureux, qu’est-ce qu’il ne faut 
pas entendre ! (Chiffre 826). De Mauny presents this as, ‘You’re laying it on! Well, the 
things one lives and learns!’ (Time 141). While the content and the register of this 
translation is acceptable, again, a child saying ‘the things “one” lives and learns’ seems 
improbable. A more accurate and felicitous translation in my view would be, ‘Oh you 
poor fool. Surely that’s not what you people think!’ When Chamson responds to him a 
second time with Oh malheureux, de Mauny more accurately represents this as ‘Oh you 
poor mug!’ In my view, the word ‘fool’ seems preferable to ‘mug’ in terms of finding a 
neutral equivalent to what is a neutral and non-colloquial expression in the source 
language. 
When the boys start to discuss whether God should be addressed as tu or vous, 
the problem obviously is that this distinction has no equivalent in English. 
— Nous Lui manquons de respect ? 
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— Oui, toi, tu lui manques de respect ! 
— En quoi faisant ? 
— Tu lui dis : « Tu » 
— Malheur de sort ! C’est Lui manquer de respect ? 
— Parfaitement ! Même à vos écoles du Diable, qu’est-ce qu’on dit, en 
parlant au maître ? Tu ou vous ? 
— On lui dit vous. 
— Et s’il te fallait parler au président de ta République, tu lui dirais quoi ? 
— Je lui dirais vous. 
— Alors ? Tu vois ! 
— Monstre de sort de monstre de sort ! Et qu’est-ce que tu dis à ton père ? 
— Je lui dit tu. 
— Alors ? Alors ? Tu ne le respectes pas, ton père ? 
— Ça va, ça va ! me répondait mon ami. En français, on peut dire tu… Mais 
nous, on parle latin au bon Dieu… Alors, on est obligé de lui dire 
vous…’Vobiscum’, si tu préfères (Chiffre 826–7). 
‘We don’t show Him the proper respect?’ 
‘That’s right, you’re disrespectful to Him.’ 
‘By doing what?’ 
‘You address him as “Thou”.’ 
‘Well strike me dead! Does that mean being disrespectful?’ 
‘Of course! Even in your schools, where the devil’s in charge, what do you 
say when you speak to the master? Thou or you?’ 
‘We say “you”.’ 
‘There —you see!’ 
‘But you’re completely crazy! What do you say to your father?’ 
‘I say “thou”.’ 
‘Well then, does that mean you don’t respect your father?’ 
‘All right, all right! answered my friend, ‘In French, you can say “thou”. . . . 
But we talk in Latin when we talk to God. . . . So we have to say “you” to 
Him. . . . Or Vobiscum, if you’d rather have it that way’ (Time 241–2). 
De Mauny has elected to represent the tu form as ‘thou’ and the vous form as ‘you’ in 
this debate. Most theorists including Vinay and Darbelnet conclude that since the 
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familiar tu form does not exist in English, the deficiency has to be compensated by 
stylistic means. The latter suggest such devices might include the use of a forename or 
nickname, the use of familiar forms of address such as ‘man’ ‘chum’ or ‘girl(ie)’ or the 
use of syntax to convey familiarity, or honorifics to convey formality (Vinay and 
Darbelnet 1995: 199–200). None of these options fit the context of the boys’ argument 
and yet the distinction is central to the meaning of the exchange. Baker also addresses 
the problem of translating into English the practice of some languages of using the 
second person plural in interaction with a singular addressee in order to express 
deference and/or non-familiarity. She observes: 
The familiarity/deference dimension in the pronoun system is among the most 
problematic in translation. It reflects the tenor of the discourse and can 
convey a whole range of rather subtle meanings. The subtle choices involved 
in pronoun usage in languages which distinguish between familiar and non-
familiar pronouns is further complicated by the fact that this use differs 
significantly from one social group to another and that it changes all the time 
in a way that reflects changes in social values and attitudes (Baker 2011: 
105). 
Because this exchange goes to the very heart of making the appropriate choice between 
vous and tu when addressing God, it poses a particular problem for the translator. De 
Mauny’s choice to use the archaic English familiar form ‘thou’ risks the point being lost 
on many an English reader who may not be aware that ‘thou’ represents a familiar form 
in English. Another option would be to use a descriptive work-around, for example, 
instead of saying, ‘We say thou’ the translation might represent this as, ‘we use the 
familiar form.’ However, it is doubtful a child would understand or articulate the 
difference in this manner. This explanation might also be lost on the reader. Another 
option would be to retain tu and vous and add a footnote or an explanation in the text 
itself explaining the difference. As an alternative to de Mauny’s approach above, an 
explanation incorporated into the target text might read: 
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— en quoi faisant? 
— tu lui dis «tu» (Chiffre 827). 
‘By doing what?’ 
‘You call Him tu, as if he were your equal.’ 
Of course, another option would be to retain the tu and vous and either assume that the 
TL reader understands the distinction or provide an explanatory footnote. While thou is 
still used in a religious context, the fact that it is the familiar form is not necessarily 
understood. In short, there is no satisfactory solution. All options involve a degree of 
clumsiness or translation loss. 
De Mauny has also been quite ‘free’ and arguably less emphatic than the source 
text with his translation of Malheur de sort (Chiffre 826) as ‘strike me dead’ (Time 241) 
and with monstre de sort de monstre de sort (Chiffre 827) as ‘But you’re completely 
crazy’ (Time 242), especially given that the repetition strengthens the latter interjection 
(which he translated in a previous passage as ‘hell’s teeth’). That said, these two 
emphatic expressions are not directly translatable and in my view, de Mauny has struck 
an appropriate tonal and social register for these childish exclamations. Hervey and 
Higgins define tonal register as, ‘the tone that the speaker takes – vulgar, familiar, 
polite, formal etc.’ They define social register as the ‘style from which the listener 
infers what social stereotype the speaker belongs to’ (Hervey and Higgins 2002: 162). 
The battles between the schoolboys and their vigorous colloquial exchanges 
continue throughout Part Six. De Mauny’s translation of this challenging section is 
always highly readable and true to the spirit of the anecdotes. A section entitled Nous 
sommes des camisards (We are Camisards) (Chiffre 840) is quite problematic for the 
translator because it is replete with allusions to the wars of religion in the Cévennes and 
the Huguenot Camisards in particular. In my view de Mauny’s rendering of this subtitle 
as ‘Camisards All’ (Time 256) although a catchy title, involves a degree of translation 
313 
 
loss. It could even be regarded as misleading, as the whole point was that they were not 
all Camisards. The young André kept repeating the rallying cry Nous sommes des 
camisards! to confront the Catholic boys. The phrase is full of emotive meaning both to 
him and to his elders who remonstrated with him for using it. The child Chamson 
reflects: 
Les camisards n’avaient-ils pas été les défenseurs de la foi, les héros de nos 
montagnes, les fils glorieux des Cévennes ? Je ne savais encore, à vrai dire, 
que fort peu de choses sur leur histoire, mais j’avais déjà entendu parler de 
leur légende […] C’étaient les enfants de Dieu, les soldats du camp de 
l’Éternel, les témoins et les confesseurs de la foi, les guerriers et les 
prophètes de nos montagnes. Ils avaient été les pères de nos grand-pères, et 
les garçons comme moi étaient les fils de leurs petits-fils (Chiffre 841). 
For had not the Camisards been the defenders of the faith, the heroes of our 
mountains and illustrious sons of the Cévennes? To tell the truth, I knew very 
little of their history at that time, but I had already heard about the legend that 
surrounded them [ . . . ] They were the sons of God, soldiers in the camp of 
the Eternal, the witnesses and confessors of the faith, the warriors and 
prophets of our mountains. They had been the fathers of our grandfathers, and 
boys like myself were the sons of their grandsons (Time 257). 
Apart from the subtitle, de Mauny’s approach to the entire camisard passage is 
essentially to stay very close to the original and to retain the French terms such as 
camisards and miquelets in italics where there is no direct English equivalent. He 
translates place names where the name has a meaning in English such as ‘the New 
Road’ for la Route Neuve and ‘Lovers’ Lane’ for chemin des Amoureux but otherwise 
retains the French place names. Similarly, where there is a term such as dragons for 
which there is an English equivalent (dragoons) he translates it as such. De Mauny uses 
a single footnote (the only footnote in his entire translation) to explain the term désert 
which he explains was ‘the name given by the Protestants of the Cévennes to those 
clearings high in the mountains where they met to worship, free from the exactions of 
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the King’s Dragoons’ (Time 257). As this is such a distinct and important local usage 
for a word that has quite different connotations in mainstream French, this clarification 
is essential. In summary, de Mauny has relied on the reader’s intelligence to make sense 
of the references to the Camisards and to the enmity between the Protestants and 
Catholics. 
Oddly, de Mauny does not always take a consistent approach to translating 
specific passages quoted by Chamson. In addition to the passage concerning Une 
nacelle en silence mentioned above which he omits, when Chamson imagines Vivens 
intoning le psaume des batailles of which he quotes six lines (Chiffre 885), de Mauny 
leaves the quotation in the TT but does not attempt to translate it, simply leaving it in 
French in the TT (Time 306) with no explanation. There is no way of knowing why he 
chose not to translate this hymn. However, in the very next section Chamson describes 
how, on the occasion of his fourteenth birthday, Monsieur Bigot wrote a ‘sonnet’ for 
him, celebrating his coming of age, and read it to him aloud (Chiffre 888). De Mauny 
translates this ‘sonnet’ into English (Time 310) and also succeeds in matching the 
rhyme and meter of the verse. I can only conclude that the challenge of translating the 
poetry appealed to him in a creative moment. 
 
Conclusion 
Notwithstanding some of the minor criticisms and suggestions that I have 
offered in this chapter, I consider that de Mauny has succeeded in creating a very 
successful translation of Le Chiffre de nos jours. He has captured what Chamson set out 
to portray: the unusual upbringing and the acquisition of a degree of learning and 
wisdom of a rather wild, wilful and eccentric child in an extended family which blended 
an unusual combination of devout faith, intellect, worldliness and peasant sensibilities. 
He has faithfully reflected Chamson’s lean and disciplined structure, the clarity and 
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poetry of his expressive language, his picturesque metaphors, the lively colloquial 
dialogue and his perceptive characterization of his family members and associates. He 
has captured the keen-eyed and humorous self-deprecatory tone which Chamson often 
adopts when reflecting on how contrary he was as a child, and he has also rendered the 
affection and irony with which Chamson represents the strengths, weaknesses and 
foibles of his immediate family and relations and his admired mentors such as Finiels. 
He has maintained the very strong sense of place that is central to the autobiographical 
account and he has not attempted to adapt, distort or explain the literary, historical or 
geographic references, thus retaining an appropriate sense of the exotic in this account 
of a French regional childhood and education. He relies on the lively narrative to sweep 
the reader along, even if the reader may not fully understand all the specific references 
to French history and culture. Perhaps even more importantly, he instills in the TL 
reader the desire to find out more about the region’s history and Chamson’s life and 
career. His choice of TL synonyms to translate colloquial dialogue exemplifies 
Chukovsky’s exhortation to the translator to demonstrate, taste, tact and judgement; and 
he exhibits a facility for identifying the right tone and register for the utterance. As 
mentioned earlier in this chapter, Jean-Louis Vaudoyer of the Académie Française 
posited the view that this novel was probably a masterpiece. Erik de Mauny’s 






The perspective taken in this research is primarily empirical, underpinned by 
lessons drawn from reference to a cross-section of the vast body of theoretical analysis 
in the field of Translation Studies. The core of this thesis is my translation of a 
previously untranslated novel by a contemporary French author, René Barral. I use this 
translation as a centre-piece for a study of how a practitioner approaches the task of 
rendering the ‘voice’ of an author when translating not only across languages but across 
cultures, traditions, historical context, regional dialect and geo-cultural context. This 
exposition is informed by a study of the characteristics of voice which are revealed by 
studying two other novels by twentieth-century French authors whose novels are 
grounded in a similar region, location, era and socio-economic class although each is in 
a very different genre. 
The concept of voice appears in much of the theoretical writing and teaching 
about translation. However, a review of the literature reveals that voice has many 
connotations and meanings. Leaving aside the application of the term to the translator’s 
voice and to the characters’ voices, the concept of the author’s voice is ultimately a 
vague concept that many would argue is hard to distinguish from style, tone or register. 
What does seem to be common ground is that voice is linked to identity and an 
expression of the self. André Chamson, one of the writers studied in this thesis 
articulates this view, when commenting on his own work. 
In Chapter 1, I observe that any writer’s output may reflect to a greater or lesser 
extent the geographical region in which they live or to which they have an attachment, 
events in their lives, their exposure to the ideas of others, the voices of other writers 
they have read and admired, their emotional experiences and their unique interpretation 
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of all of the foregoing. I suggest in that chapter that the text on the page is as reflective 
of the individuality of the writer as the composition and brushstrokes of a painter or the 
nuances of timbre, tone and accent of a speaker or singer. So the voice of an author is 
reflected on the page through the words selected, word order, emphatic structures, 
devices used to evoke personality, choice of visual and aural imagery, the author’s 
perception of the intended readership and techniques used to evoke atmosphere or mood 
e.g. rhythm and drive, tempo and cadences, punctuation and auditory qualities. It is not 
for translators to revisit these choices and to introduce their own, but rather by very 
close reading to emulate the choices that the author has made as sympathetically as 
possible in the target language. 
While every written piece may exhibit certain distinctive characteristics of a 
writer’s voice, it would be surprising if there were not elements of variation in the 
authorial voice in each work. A writer’s voice is not immutable. The writer’s voice may 
adapt to the story, it may adapt to the genre or purpose, it may reflect a time in history 
or a time in the writer’s life, or it may even be a voice invented by the author for a 
particular effect. Voice is not simply a metaphor for style, tone or register. As a concept 
it embraces these three elements but it is also the metaphoric vehicle for the manner in 
which the emotions, thoughts, philosophies, prejudices and personality of the writer are 
expressed. It is to be expected that such elements evolve over time and from work to 
work. 
Some scholars have also studied the extent to which the voice of the translator 
colours or even intrudes on or dominates in translated works of literature. Translation is 
a creative act and it is to be expected that just as the original writing will reflect an 
author’s personal experience, education and the other influences outlined above, the 
same applies to a translator. Translators will always have their own unique perspective 
on the words they choose to recreate the text of their author in another language and 
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what those words mean. Nevertheless, I subscribe to the view espoused by most 
practising translators that the aim should be to stay as close as possible to the referential 
meaning, the genre, and the affective, tonal and social register of the original. 
Acceptance of that view entails vigilance in identifying when translatorial voice creeps 
into the translation, and seeking to restrain or eliminate its manifestation. This does not 
mean, however, that it is desirable for a translator to strive for ‘invisibility’. There are 
many strategies that translators can and do legitimately adopt as intermediary between 
the source culture and the target culture to allow readers to be aware that they are 
reading the communication of a text in a language different from the one it was written 
in; to allow readers to appreciate the ‘otherness’ of the source work; and to understand 
the compromises or choices that a particular translator may have made. Translators 
often preface their works with an explanation of the conundrums they faced and how 
they resolved them. They may occasionally use footnotes to explain particularly 
unfamiliar cultural practices or terms, some of which might reproduce those in the SL, 
and most will do their utmost to retain the original’s sense of place as it is evoked by 
place names, familiar terms of address, some administrative terminology and so forth. 
By such devices, the work of the translator is not effaced, the novel’s ‘foreignness’ is 
retained in an appropriate way and in the best examples of the art, the reader will 
experience the original author’s creative intent in a natural-sounding rendition in the 
TL. 
That said, much depends on the genre of the original and the nature of the 
readership. Some readers of some genres will not necessarily wish to be acquainted with 
the finer points of the translator’s art. 
There are many similarities in the story-world of the three novels studied in this 
thesis. All three are set in remote villages in the southern provinces of France. Indeed, 
two are framed in locations only six kilometres apart. They each feature peasant 
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protagonists. All three are set in the early to mid-1900s. The three authors all had as 
their inspiration the region in which they spent their early childhood. Each of them grew 
up in remote, mountainous country, and the region of their upbringing plays a crucial 
role in the fabric of their respective novels. Each of the authors has exhibited and 
written about his own very strong sense of identification with his region despite the 
trajectories of their lives distancing them from it in various ways. The untamed 
character of the raw and rugged landscape, the attributes of the reclusive mountain-
dwelling peasant population, the harsh extremes of the climate, the rigours of a life 
governed by the forces of nature and the perceived authenticity of those who are by 
circumstance obliged to live in harmony with nature, together with the simplicity of 
their everyday lives, all shine through the three novels studied. However, the voices of 
the authors are radically different. 
Having developed and elucidated the concept of ‘voice’ and its components with 
reference to the source and target texts as well as with reference to the existing body of 
theory, I have evaluated the success or otherwise of the strategies used by the respective 
translators of Giono and Chamson to reproduce their voices in the target texts. 
There is an almost universally held view that a degree of loss is inevitable in 
translating features such as dialogue, dialect and colloquialisms, yet no scholar has to 
my knowledge undertaken a comparative study of the particular problems posed by the 
translation into English of specific French works which derive their very essence from a 
particular landscape, social class and era, and which rightly or wrongly may be 
categorized as régionaliste. 
To inform my own translation, I reviewed the strategies adopted by the 
respective translators to convey the strong sense of place in the source novels and how 
its various manifestations were evoked in the target texts. I also studied the approach 
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taken by these translators to the treatment of non-standard and specifically regional 
dialect, dialogue and colloquialisms. 
Having reviewed the body of theory on these fundamental issues and having 
closely studied the selected novels in their original and translated versions, I undertook 
my own translation of selected chapters of René Barral’s novel, developing my own 
approach to the issues identified above. 
Any translation must begin with a very detailed, attentive reading of the source 
text, with a view to understanding and absorbing how the unique identity of the author 
has been expressed and manifested. Ideally a translator will have not only a good 
knowledge of the source language and hence of the referential meaning, but also the 
capacity or the first-hand experience to understand the context, the sociolect and the 
idiolect of the author, the narrator and the characters. An act of thoughtful creativity and 
a good grasp of the target language are required to imagine the words and structures an 
author would have employed writing in the target language. But there is much more to 
creative writing than the words. The pace and rhythm, the sentence structure, the 
novelistic structure, the presence or otherwise of humour and irony, the way in which 
emotion is conveyed, the underlying philosophy or message, and what Chamson calls 
the ‘tone’ of the author’s voice all constitute elements in what the translator seeks to 
convey in a different language to a TL reader who is situated in a different place and 
culture from the SL reader. I had the advantage of being in a position to spend many 
hours with René Barral and indeed to hear him recount in his own inimitable style many 
of the same anecdotes that feature in his autobiographical novel. Hence, in many ways, I 
had no need to conjure up the rhythm, the cadence, the register of the dialogue from the 
written word augmented by my imagination. I heard the voice at first hand and René 
Barral is an author who in important respects, writes much the way he speaks. However 
it requires another leap again to ‘hear’ that voice and to try and reproduce it in another 
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language. I have spent some years, over several intervals, residing in the region which 
Barral writes about. This has contributed significantly to my ability to make informed 
translation decisions. Having a good knowledge of the source language is only the start 
of the translation exercise. When reproducing the world created in a novel, translators 
need to familiarize themselves with the social culture, the traditions, the cultivation 
practices, the history of the people, the factors that contribute to their joy or hardship, 
their belief systems, their attitudes and their manners. 
Landscape is a protagonist in each of the novels studied. For the urban reader, an 
interpreter is required. The author, and in turn, the translator have to interpret for the 
urban reader the essential simplicity of rural existence of people who live by the rhythm 
of the seasons. Chamson does this with elegant restraint, Barral with earthy humour 
blended with deep respect. They write in a very different register from each other and in 
a different genre, yet they both depict the scenery and evoke the day-to-day way of life 
realistically and honestly and with affectionate clear-sightedness. Giono’s prose 
manifests a different approach again. In Colline, the landscape carries a moral message, 
a philosophy. Indeed the very name of the novel makes it clear that landscape is a 
protagonist. While Barral and Chamson convey the landscape with a certain love and 
awe, Giono’s landscape and the natural world he depicts are exotic, wild and eerie. 
Nature is punitive towards those who transgress her laws. The atmosphere is filled with 
mystery and foreboding. The descriptions are lyrical, the structure poetic. The humans 
have a sense of helplessness, whereas in Barral and Chamson there is a sense of 
efficacy. These different approaches to landscape require different interpretative and 
communicative approaches in their translation. 
The central role of landscape, culture and traditions is not the only element which 
complicates the life of translators when translating literature that is profoundly anchored 
in a region. The use of dialect, colloquialisms and non-standard language in all its forms 
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is almost always a feature of such novels. I agree with the position enunciated by 
Nikolas Coupland, quoted in Chapter 1, that, ‘ . . . regional provenance is imprinted 
onto vernacular speech, and that vernaculars therefore index regions or places’ 
(Coupland, 2007: 121). Coupland goes on to say, ‘Language variation therefore isn’t 
only something that happens “naturally” within “speech communities”. It is a resource 
for styling a meaningful sense of place’ (122). This is why I argue in this thesis, in 
agreement with Chukovsky, Levy and Leighton, that the substitution of a TL dialect for 
an SL dialect is fraught with risk and is rarely successful. The translation of Giono’s 
Colline, takes this risky path and in so doing has created a major distortion of Giono’s 
voice. By creating a stylistic anomaly, his translator has detracted from a faithful 
interpretation and communication of the author’s story and message. The archaic and 
obscure blend of north-country English dialects coming out of the mouths of Provençal 
peasants sounds ugly and creates a sense of total dislocation for the reader, the exact 
opposite, on both counts, of the author’s intention in the ST. 
By contrast, Chamson’s translator has taken a conservative approach to the 
rendition of dialogue and non-standard language, and has produced a translation that 
reads convincingly. He takes a restrained approach to the substitution of non-standard 
language in the ST by non-standard language in the TT. He has succeeded in finding TT 
expressions that are non-standard but fairly neutral in terms of their locational character, 
being common to a range of TT dialects, rather than locationally specific. Emulating the 
ST, they are also relatively moderate in register. At the same time, Chamson’s translator 
has by no means effaced the regional character in his interpretation of the ST. The target 
text has managed to capture Chamson’s affection for the region and its peasantry, his 
gentle humour and his ironic self-deprecation. 
A review of the work of these two translators confirmed to me the validity of 
Leighton’s empirical observation, quoted in my commentary on my translation of 
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Barral, that, ‘ . . . no matter how close two languages might be, no matter what their 
linguistic and cultural affinities, one language does not possess the lexical means for 
taking possession of the distinctive colloquial properties of the other’ (Leighton, 1991: 
208). 
A review of the strengths and weaknesses of the translations by Le Clercq and de 
Mauny, together with a review of the scholarly literature, informed the development of 
my own approach to the translation of Barral. In common with many theorists, I 
conclude that it is not possible to find a universally applicable formula or prescription 
that can guide a translator. The approach I adopted was based on a blend of theory and 
learning from the practice of others. I started with undertaking several attentive readings 
of the source text to enable me to become totally familiar with the author’s ‘voice’. I 
then had many conversations with the author where he recounted to me directly most of 
the same stories recorded in the book. I spent many hours in his family home in the 
village which is a veritable museum of the primitive farm implements, lamps and 
household equipment which feature in his stories. I also recorded a lengthy interview 
with the author in which I questioned him about how he came to write this, his first 
novel, his motivation in writing it and the nature of his readership. On other occasions, I 
was able to explore with him his perspective on the meaning, register and emotional 
import of many of the more unusual regional expressions which he had employed. He 
also explained some of the interventions made by his publisher. 
The choice of which words and expressions in the TL best matched the words and 
expressions in the SL could of course only be mine. The author does not speak or 
understand English. However, he had a lively interest in my project. The greatest 
challenge was posed by the need to sympathetically communicate the source text’s 
extensive passages of dialogue, comprising every variety of non-standard language 
including dialect, slang, coarse words, swear words, blasphemy, exclamations, 
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regionalisms and colloquialisms. The scattering of proverbs, idioms and metaphors also 
required me to find a matching or equivalent formula in the TL. Following the precepts 
of theorist-practitioners such as Chukovsky, Levy, Leighton and Hingley, I sought to 
find the most apt equivalent in the TL, while at the same time seeking to ensure that the 
words and expressions I used carried no particular TL regional overtones. I did not wish 
to inadvertently transport the reader to some English-speaking location far removed 
from the Cévennes. 
Reading the translations of Giono and Chamson enabled me to observe that 
rhythm and cadence can be emulated in translation even when you subscribe to the 
view, as I do, that punctuation and syntax must conform to the rules of the TL, if only to 
avoid distracting the reader from the essential content of the source text. My point here 
is that the translation of Chamson reflects the rhythm and cadence of the ST, while 
Giono’s translator has sometimes reflected these qualities admirably in certain of the 
descriptive prose passages, but in other descriptive or narrative passages and in most of 
the dialogue, he has altered the distinctive mood and atmosphere of the original in a 
manner that effaces Giono’s voice. 
These observations led me to the conclusion that, although the anchoring of a 
novel in a particular region does not create unique dilemmas in translation, it does 
create ones that are common to the genre, arguably complicating the translator’s task. 
The voice of the writer is a critical determinant of the approach a translator needs to 
take to the interpretation and rendering of a source text. 
If the author’s voice in the source text is like that of Giono in Colline: highly 
innovative, lyrical and original; if it experiments with orthography, neologisms and 
structure, then the approach of the translator should reproduce that originality in the 
target text. Undoubtedly this is what Giono’s translator attempted to do by a misguided 
mode of compensation. Unfortunately, in many instances and most particularly in the 
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dialogue, he appears not to have absorbed the stylistic means that Giono used to create 
his effects and tell his story. Instead he substituted stylistic means of his own, creating 
an end result that is in no way equivalent to the original. 
By contrast, if the voice of the author in the ST is like that of Chamson in Le 
Chiffre de nos jours, classical and restrained but touched with irony and psychological 
insight, then the TT needs to emulate this subtle, elegant and insightful tone with 
structures, words and expressions which match that tone in the translation. By and large, 
Chamson’s translator, Erik de Mauny, has produced a version of this autobiographical 
novel which is as captivating and elegant as the original. 
In the case of Chronique d’un été cévenol, the author’s voice in the ST is earthy, 
anecdotal and appears spontaneous. It is the evocation of a series of irreverent, 
sometimes coarse, sometimes sentimental yarns, and the personalities of larger-than-life 
characters. They were his family and his neighbours. The anecdotes deal with the same 
mountain-dwelling, poverty-stricken peasant class that feature in Giono’s and 
Chamson’s novels. What is different about the narrator in Chronique is that the distance 
between the narrator and the other protagonists does not make itself felt. In Colline, 
Giono recreates the world of the peasants he had encountered as a bank employee, but 
he was never part of that world. His family was petty bourgeois. It is not easy to 
imagine that a peasant could have written Giono’s masterpiece. Chamson grew up 
among peasant children and he suggests that he considered himself one of them; but he 
writes his story at the age of fifty-four when, by his own admission, he was thoroughly 
daubed with the varnish of a Grande École. He writes rather amusingly of his surprise 
when he met his Swiss contemporary Charles-Ferdinand Ramuz finding him, plus 
raffiné, plus distingué, plus homme du monde, que je me l’étais imaginé à l’avance, but 
then he reflects, j’étais pourtant, moi-même, assez peu bûcheron des Hautes Cévennes 
et pour le moins, tout barbouillé de vernis des Grandes Écoles (Ramuz 14). Moreover, 
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he was on the verge of being admitted to the bastion of French classicism, the Académie 
Française. The creator of the tales in Chronique may have escaped the grinding poverty 
of the peasant class and become a man of a wider world, but his voice still evokes his 
lived experience of the peasantry with extraordinary authenticity as well as sympathy 
and humour. 
My objective was to reproduce for a new Anglophone readership the creative 
achievement and the authorial ‘voice’ of a man who has made a remarkable transition 
from an orphan childhood in the remotest of villages, and a prematurely terminated 
education, to become the much appreciated author of eight novels of which Chronique 
was the first. 
Some might adopt a dismissive approach to Barral’s simple roman de terroir, 
especially when viewed in the company of Chamson and Giono. Nevertheless he 
undeniably has an enthusiastic readership. What his novel achieves, is to fulfill his 
ambition to entertain and to be authentic. In his inimitable voice, he has told a great 
story which charmingly captures the life and times of a tiny village in the Cévennes in 
the 1950s. 
Others will judge whether my translation has successfully captured the author’s 
voice. Certainly the translation of his novel confronted me with many complex 
problems to resolve. Some might assume that an unsophisticated roman de terroir 
would present no difficulties for a translator. I realized long before I even began my 
translation that this was not the case. Barral himself often mentioned how difficult he 
found it to render in French, the expressiveness of the exchanges that had largely taken 
place in dialect. He said to me, that compared with the dialect spoken by the real-life 
protagonists, the equivalent French terminology, il y manque le sel (the salt is missing). 
Given his own concerns about matching dialect words with French words, he suggested 
that meeting the challenge of communicating his text to what the French love to call an 
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‘Anglo-Saxon’ readership, belonging to what he sees as a comparatively staid culture, 
would be well nigh impossible. 
There is nothing new in the contention that at times (even at all times), translation 
is impossible. Edith Grossmann summarizes her response to this argument and probably 
speaks for most translators when she argues that: 
. . . what translators do is that we write—or perhaps rewrite—in language B a 
work of literature originally composed in language A, hoping that readers of 
the second language—I mean, of course, readers of the translation—will 
perceive the text, emotionally and artistically, in a manner that parallels and 
corresponds to the esthetic experience of its first readers. This is the 
translator’s grand ambition. (Grossman 2010: 7). 
It is appropriate to reflect on whether, in the act of ‘rewriting’, my own voice has 
crept into the translation. Simply by virtue of writing in another language, using the 
sentence structures and punctuation appropriate to the TL, any translator’s voice will 
inevitably be present. When it comes to vocabulary and the choice of the right words in 
the TL to create an equivalent effect in the SL, as stressed throughout this thesis, I have 
striven to be neutral and prevent my own Australian sociolect and idiolect from 
intruding inappropriately in my translation. Translators advisedly draw on the 
independent eyes of like-minded colleagues to pick up these unconscious preferences. 
Reading my translation aloud, or asking someone else to read it to me, can also 
highlight any anomalous choices. And I always have my lengthy tapes of Barral to 
remind me exactly of how he expresses himself. 
In Chapter 3, I have discussed in some detail the many features that I found 
particularly difficult to reproduce in the TL and how I dealt with them. In particular 
these included all the categories of non-standard language mentioned in Chapter 1 (See 
page 47). I believe that by virtue of a very close reading of the original and talking to a 
large number of local peasants living in the immediate area, as well as to the author, I 
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was able to find the right register, and the right affective and social tone in most cases. 
When I am in France, I am always observing my peasant neighbours and listening to 
them. Inevitably there were many times when I judged that there simply was no exactly 
equivalent word, phrase or idiom in the TL; but I do not believe that this has detracted 
unacceptably from the end result. When faced with a particularly challenging 
regionalism in the SL, I erred on the side of moderation in endeavouring to find a 
matching word in the TL. My objective was always to avoid stopping my readers in 
their tracks and thinking ‘But how could Ficelle (for example) have said that?’ From my 
conversations with Barral, I also learned a little about what he had gleaned from his 
readers in the SL and what they loved about his novels. Although I consider my TL 
readership will probably come from slightly different social strata and have a slightly 
different purpose or interest in reading a novel of this genre (i.e. that of a tourist or 
expatriate wishing to understand more of the region’s culture, traditions and a 
disappearing way of life), for all readers, the somewhat slapstick humour of the 
anecdotes and dialogue, the authenticity of the descriptions of the landscape and way of 
life and the sheer readability are the key elements that feature in the appreciative 
comments. My principle objective was to capture these qualities and I believe I have 
done so. 
In refining my own ideas about voice I found it instructive and thought-provoking 
to read the thoughts and arguments put forward by practising translators, (some of 
whom have become teachers and theorists as well). As Anthony Pym has observed in 
his exploration of translation theories, ‘Translators are theorizing all the time. [ . . .] 
This private, internal theorizing becomes public when translators discuss what they do’ 
(Pym 2010: 1). The art of translation has been studied and discussed since writing 
began. It is probably not possible to say anything about translation as a creative act that 
has not been conceptualized before. The contribution that this thesis makes is to 
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evaluate the strategies adopted and decisions taken by two translators in their 
translations of two authors whose origins and purpose are directly comparable and to 
conclude which of these strategies has been successful and which have not and why. 
This evaluation is framed in terms of the authors’ creative voices. I have built on this 
evaluation by offering my own translation of another novelist who once again is dealing 
with the same society and culture but in another genre and in a different voice. I believe 
this comparative study of three authors united in their deep attachment to their region 
adds a new dimension to the fascinating and complex discussion about what constitutes 
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